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The Morning After 


Author's Notes: 

I've had ‘Promises’ in my head for as long as | can remember. It's been a constant companion to me in many 
rough moments of my life, my favorite escape. Its been such a joy to share it and discover others have 
enjoyed it as well However, it wasn't meant to have a happy ending, or at least not as easily as it had turned 
out. This is an alternate route to "hopefully" a happy ending.. for Shannie.. for DJ.. for Dave.. or.. James. All my 
imaginings have been of the turmoil. | honestly don't know how this will end. | only hope | get it out of my head 
and into Word. | also hope anyone who reads this enjoys the roller coaster ride. Thank you to all who read and 


comment. It means more than you know! XOX0- Scotchy 


(In place of Original Promises Chapter 37) 


San Antonio, Texas. The morning after. 


Shannie. 


| left Dave while he slept. That seemed my best option for leaving without a scene. It didn't make it any easier, 
though. He was stretched, catty-corner, across the hotel mattress, naked except for a sheet that was strung 
across his hips. | didn't chance taking a shower even though | could smell Dave, his sweat, his sex, on me. | 
collected my clothes, got dressed, and left. | was shaking as | walked towards the elevator, praying he didn't 
wake suddenly, find me gone, and come yelling for me. | kept waiting to see his face duck out into the hall as 


the elevator doors closed. Thankfully, it never happened. 


All | knew was that | needed to find Ron. | had a hard time remembering which room was his; so | went to the 
hotel's front desk. l'm sure | looked like a crazy woman, clothes all wrinkled and obviously worn the night 
before, my hair only finger-combed, my make-up long gone, washed away by all my tears. The attendant eyed 


me sympathetically, a suppressed smile straining her face. 

"Good morning. May | help you?" 

"Uh, yeah, | seem to have lost my friend. Can you tell me which room Ron Laffitte is staying in?" 

After some typing on her computer, the attendant replied, "Yes, he's in room 635". 

"Thanks." 

| got back on the elevator and found Ron's room. | tapped on the door, softly, still feeling fear that even 
though Dave was on a different floor, he might hear me or find me. | had to knock several times, but then it 
finally opened. Ron looked about as half as bad as | did. He answered the door in only a pair of jeans that he 
apparently slept in His hair, which Id cut short only a month or so ago, was long enough to rat at the back of 
his head. He patted it down as his eyes found mine, and he stepped back, opening the door wide enough for me 
to come through. 


"Are you alright?" he asked quietly. 


| walked into the middle of the room, putting him behind me. | didn't want him to see my face, see the evidence 
of my dishonesty, but of course, the shimmy in my voice betrayed me. 


"lim fine." 
His hands gripped me high up on my arms, close to my shoulders. | was still wearing the black vest from my 


concert outfit, my slacks, my heeled sandals. His skin was warm on mine, but | still trembled. | felt his body 
draw close behind me. His voice was low and near enough for me to feel it on my neck. 


"Shannon. What can | do?" 


After a few moments of silence, | said, "Get me home." 
"Which home?" 


It was then that | broke down. My heart longed to return to Texas, to my little clapboard house in the 

country, to be surrounded by trees and grass and white tail deer and silence. My uncle, my aunt, my sister, 
my friends at the old salon. | wanted to go back two years, before I'd ever seen Dave's brown velvet eyes as 
he walked towards me from the porch.. before he ever had a chance to realize I'd loved him enough to keep 


our child. 

Ron turned me to face him. His arms encircled me and warmed me as | crashed against him. | didn't cry long. | 
needed to return to the girl | was before, the one who had to be tough, who had to keep everyone at arms’ 
length. | pushed away from him and brushed the tears from my eyes. 


"DJ's in Scottsdale, so..." | nodded, not looking at him. 


Ron got his things together and in his suitcase, and then we went downstairs to the lobby. Somehow we made 
it there without bumping into anyone from the band or Megadeth's entourage. | still felt worried I'd run into 
Dave, so | immediately went outside and waited in the taxi as Ron settled his tab. It took much longer than | 
expected. | kept my eyes forward after Ron got into the backseat. | kept them forward after the car pulled 
away from the curb. Ron rode with his arm on the seat behind me and | resisted the urge to seek solace in 
the warmth of his body. Neither one of us said a word until we got to the airport, and we were out of the 
taxi. We approached a ticket desk and Ron set his duffel bag down by his feet. 

"Two tickets to Phoenix." 

My head turned towards him as he pulled his wallet from his back pocket. 

"Why two?" | asked. "Shouldn't you go on to the next city with the band?" 


He shook his head. He kept his gaze on his fingers as they pulled a credit card from his billfold. He handed it to 
the attendant. "Two seats together. If you don't have it in first class, we'll take coach." 


"You don't have to follow me all the way home, Ron. I'm okay, | swear." 
He shook his head again. 


| forced a smile. "I'm a big girl, you know? Somehow | got through my whole life, mostly unscathed, before you 


were taking care of me." 
‘Maybe | don't want to follow the band. Maybe I'd rather follow you." 


| sighed and turned my head so | couldn't see the expression on his face and even more so that he couldn't 


see mine. | didn't want to know what he meant by that. | was slightly relieved Ron would be traveling with me, 
but | was more worried what this would mean to Dave. | knew he would retaliate if he thought Ron was making 


a play for me. 
"You should think about this," | said. "It might cost you your job" 

"Ive already lost my job." 

| looked back at him. "What?" 

"Dave was in the lobby while | was paying for the room. We got into another argument and he fired me. 
"What?! 

Ron smiled and shook his head. "Its just as well. | need more time to work on my acts with EMI. Megadeth.. 
Dave needs too much babysitting. My abilities are better used actually promoting acts, not keeping them out 
of rehab or the morgue" 

"Oh my god, I'm sorry’ 

"Don't be. This is best for me. | just needed Dave to push me to finally let him go" 


"You love him," | said. "| always knew that, but | can see now just how much. You're just as hurt as | am." 


‘It's hard to love someone when you've lost all your respect for them. There's no way we can maintain our 


friendship now." 


Despite my pain over Dave's unfaithfulness, | felt even more awful now because his and Ron's friendship was 
over because of me. I'd wrecked my life and now Ron's.. and when I'd get back to Scottsdale, I'd wreck my son's 
too. It was all | could think about during the flight home. While Ron slept in the seat beside me, | watched the 
terrain's green, gold, and brown patchwork slide and disappear below the plane as we flew over. | practiced the 
words I'd say to DJ. | knew immediately that | would not tell him how his father betrayed me. | would just tell 
him we had an argument, and that it was over between us, but that it wouldn't change their relationship. I'd 
make sure they saw each other as much as possible. Dave, despite being a lying, cheating asshole to me, was 


good to our son | knew | could support their relationship wholeheartedly. 
"| can't imagine what you must be thinking right now." 


| turned to find Ron now awake. He shifted in his seat to sit up straight. He crossed one leg over the other and 


his knee brushed against me. | scooted to give him room. 


‘lm making plans," | said quietly. "| don't know how much time | have before Dave's back home. | need to find a 


place to live." 


"You could try the condominiums where | live. They're new. Last | heard there were several units still 


available." 
"Scottsdale?" 
He nodded. "You can probably keep DJ in the same school district" 


| looked back out the window. "Sounds perfect. Sold." 


We touched down in Phoenix. | tried not to remember the moment DJ and | landed here a year and a half ago. | 
tried not to remember the look on Dave's face when the crowd of passengers in front of me parted and we 
locked eyes with each other. | tried not to remember the first time we made love in the bedroom of mirrors 
as | packed up my belongings. | tried not to notice the deep sadness of my son as we watched the movers load 
the boxes and take our things to our new residence. It took me just over two weeks to accomplish it all, which 
is still shocking to me as | think of it. Ron helped me buy my own car in that time frame as well. | wasn't 
about to take the corvette with me. It was too painful to even look at, let alone worry about if Dave would be 
angry becouse of it. For all | knew he might report the car stolen and have the police after me. It's what I'd do 
to him if the tables were turned, so | decided not to chance it. 


"| can't believe l'm driving a BMW," | said. It was a classy, shiny, little black thing, an S series, used because | 
couldn't afford new, but it was in great condition, and Ron expertly negotiated the dealer to a price within my 


budget. "I don't know how | got here. Just a couple of years ago | was driving a rusted old Ford” 


I'd said that like | should've been ashamed of it, but | wasn't. Underneath the excitement of buying a car, | felt 
wistful and sad. | missed my uncle's old truck. | missed the feel of the knob, the stick shift in my hand, the 
control as | pulled and shoved the transmission into gear, forcing the truck to my will. How | wished | could pull 


and shove my life to do the same. 


Eventually, everything started getting back to some semblance of normalcy. I'd just gotten settled into the 
condo, just got DJ used to the new flow of things: school, bus ride home, schoolwork and video games until | 
got home from the salon, then dinner, a swim at the condominium pool, shower, bed time. Ron joined us most 
nights when he wasn't in LA with his new acts. | ticked the days off on the calendar, watching the date of my 


wedding approach. It had been rough, sending out the cancellation announcements, but it had to be done. 


We regretfully inform you: 

The wedding of Shannon Allison Wheeler 

And 

David Scott Mustaine 

Has been cancelled due fo unforeseen circumstances. 
Thank you for your understanding 


| resisted the urge to write: 


Please join me in celebrating the narrowly avoided disaster that would have been my marriage. Turns out he's a 
cheating asshole... 


It was close, but then | decided it best to be as inconspicuous as possible. It didn't stop the calls from coming 
in. Since | was no longer living in Dave's guest house where people could reach me, everyone called me at work. 
Dave's sister, Debbie, was the first to call the salon. The first thing out of her mouth after | said hello was 
"What did he do?".| really didn't want to get into it, mostly because | was at work and didn't want to start 
crying. | just told her we had an argument and | didn't know if we'd recover. Then, my sister, Emily, called. | 
knew | wouldn't have a moment's peace from her until she knew the whole story so | called her back from 
home. Surprise, surprise, she'd had her own cheating fiasco with her boyfriend.. | mean my ex-boyfriend, 


Jason. She kicked him out of the house, and now she was single again too. 


There was a moment of silence between us. | could hear her exhale a stream of smoke, hear her tap the 


cigarette against an ashtray that sat unevenly on a flat surface, causing it to rattle. 
"You know that guy you used to talk to all the time? What's his name? Jack? John? No. What was it?" 


| looked at my nails, half bitten and badly needing a manicure, waiting for Emily to spit it out. "| don't know. 
Who?" 


"That one who sends the concert tickets-" 

My eyes widened. "James?" 

"Yeah, that's the one. He called the other day, looking for you." She quieted to suck on her cigarette again and 
then exhaled deeply. "He was shocked as hell when | told him you were living in Arizona now, getting ready to 
marry your baby's daddy." 

"Oh my god. Emily. You didn't-" 

"What? It was a secret?" 

| sighed. "No, not really. What did he say?" 

"He said you were out of your fucking mind, that's what he said." 

"That's all?" 

"No, there was more but it was mostly curse words and epithets.. pretty much all the names you and | have 
collectively called Dave over the past half hour. Nothing too shocking, really, but probably not anything you'd 


want DJ to hear." 


"No. 


"How's my nephew doing, anyway? Does he miss his daddy?" 
"Yes. Terribly." 


‘lm sorry to hear that. | bet now you wish you'd just gone out behind the barn and put a .22 into that long 
haired hippy dog instead." 


"Kind of...” 


She laughed. "I could just see us, in the night's darkness, shoveling dirt out of a hole, and dumping his bloody 
blanket wrapped body into it." 


"You're having too much fun with that, Emily, stop." 

"We could dig a hole for Jason right beside it-" 

"That we could." 

Then we both started laughing. DJ came out of his bedroom to see me lying on the couch in the living room, 
looking at me like | was crazy for laughing so hard. Then again, I'd barely smiled since I'd gotten back from San 
Antonio, so | could understand him being surprised by it. After a moment, Emily and | quieted. 

Finally she said, "I miss you, baby sister. Come home." 

‘| can't take my son away from his father... not now. It would kill me to hurt him like that" 

"Who? DJ or Dave?" 


| thought about it for a moment. | searched my heart. Who was | staying in Arizona for? 


Quietly, | answered, "Both." 


Confrontation 


| was at the salon, in the middle of placing rollers into a client's hair when it finally happened. 


"Shannon" Tammy, the front desk attendant, was walking towards me in quick steps. She got right up next to 


me, whispering conspiratorially. "I think Dave's here." 

Keeping my attention on the roller in my hand, | asked, "You think or you know?" 

"Uhhh. No, it's him. He's at the front counter- Oh no, he's coming over here." 

| lifted my eyes, clasping a rat-tailed comb between my teeth briefly so | could use both hands to secure the 
roller I'd just wound up, and saw him. There he was, in all his blazing assholey glory. He was wearing his 
glasses, and his hair lay full and curly along his shoulders like a lion's mane. His eyes were locked on me. 

| mumbled, "Dammit." 

He walked casually, like this was just any other day, like he'd walked through the back of my salon a hundred 
times. No, this was only the second time he'd even been here but yet he sauntered through like he owned the 


place. Well, he didn't. | did. And | would not let him intimidate me. 


"What do you want?" | asked, as he approached. | combed out a tangle in Bernice, my client's hair, keeping my 
eyes down. | did not want to look at him. 


"Hey, baby. I've been trying to call ya now for weeks." His voice was as cool and calm as his gait had been 
"But." He sighed. "I got home and found out why you haven't answered. Didn't take long for you to pack your 
shit and take off, did it?" 

"Look, Dave, I'm working. | can't talk to you now-" 

"When?" 


"When what?" 


"Talk" A little impatience seeped into his voice, his expression. One dark eye narrowed. "When are we going to 


talk?" 
"| don't know, but not now." 
"Where's my son?" 


| looked at my watch. It was nearly four o'clock 


"He's getting off the school bus right about now-" 


"| wanna know where he's living." Dave bit into his lip. | noticed a thin darkness over his mouth and along his 


chin, a little bit of peach fuzz, like he hadn't shaved that morning. He scowled at me, but | kept strong. 
"He's living with me-" 
"God dammit, Shannie." 


"Could you not use profanity in my place of business?" | glared at him, but he glared more intensely back. He 


gritted his teeth. 
"Where the fuck is my son?" 


Bernice shuffled next to me in the styling chair. She started to lean forward to move her feet from the foot 
wrung to the floor. "| should probably give you two some privacy-" 


"No. Sit" | yanked her back into the chair. "Dave's done. He's leaving." My eyes found him. "Dave's leaving now" 
Dave squinted and shook his head. "I'm not going anywhere until | see my son 

"He's not here. He's home." 

"He's not home. If he were home he'd be at my house, same as you." 

"That's not my home," | said. "That'll never be my home." 

"Yeah, you never liked it. Nothing | have is good enough for you, not me, not anything | have or do or give to 
you. You didn't even like the fucking ring | picked out for you even though it cost me half a year's worth of 
royalties." 

"Will you stop?" | cried. 

Our eyes locked, mine pleading, his scowling. | felt all the strength I'd found over the past month of 
independence seep out of me like time lapse photography shows a grape turning into a raisin in the sun. | sighed 
deeply and began sectioning off more of Bernice's hair, trying to ignore the fact that the man who destroyed 


my heart was less than three feet away from me. 


“Shannie," Dave said evenly and then sniffed. "Shannie. I've been going crazy since | woke and found you gone. 


After all we've promised each other, you owe me the time to talk at the very least.” 


"lm busy. | won't be done for two more hours." 


"Fine. lIl wait.” 


My eyes lifted as he turned towards the front of the salon. His form shadowed against the wall of windows 
that faced the parking lot. | gulped down a swallow and shook my head. | was not prepared to face him. All this 
time I'd played it over in my head how our first meeting would go. He caught me off guard by coming here. | 
don't know why | didn't think he'd confront me at work, but | was so wrong. 


"Is that your boyfriend, sweetie?" 


My eyes found Bernice's in the mirrors reflection | half-heartedly smiled. "He was going to be my husband. 


We were supposed to get married next month." 

"Oh, I'm sorry. What a difficult situation this must be for you." 

"Yes, I'm sorry you had to witness that." 

"Is okay" 

| finished rolling her hair and did the standard sequence of chemical solutions to give her a permanent wave. 
The closer | got to completing it, the more nervous | became. | knew once she was done I'd have to talk to 
Dave. 


It's perfect, doll. This is exactly what | wanted." 


Bernice turned her head each way, patting at her curls, which were still too tight and a touch frizzy. It wasn't 
my best work, thats for sure. She smiled and then | pulled the cape from her shoulders. 


"Give it two days," | said, "then use the K-pack I'm sending home with you. It'll put some moisture back and it 


will relax the curl a bit" 


She followed me to the front of the salon. | sighed with relief when the chairs in the lobby were empty. Dave 


was gone. 


"Here's some extra for all your trouble." Bernice handed me a couple of ten dollar bills. It wasn't like the tips | 


usually got but then again, she wasn't a rock star. 
"Thank you." 


And then | watched her leave. No sooner did Bernice get into her car and drive off, Dave walked into view of 
the salon's front windows, his eyes squinting from the sun. He pulled the door back, causing the bell overhead 
to chime, but he didn't walk in. He stood holding the door open, his free hand motioning me to come to him. 


Despite the feeling of resistance, | went. His eyes followed me as | cleared the threshold and stepped out onto 


the sidewalk. | didn't know where | was walking; | just kept at it, hearing the padding of his tennis shoes behind 
me. As soon as we got out of view of the windows, his hand clenched my arm just above my elbow and pulled 
me to face him. His eyes narrowed and his lip was curled but his voice betrayed him. Instead of coming out 


bold and confident, it was quiet, almost trembling. 

"So, that's it, huh? We're done?" 

| nodded. 

"Just like that, you don't love me anymore?" 

| wanted to nod, but | couldn't. All! could do was lower my chin so | could look at my feet. 

"Shan" He brought his fist up to cover his mouth as he cleared his throat. Then | heard him swallow, hard, 
audibly. His voice came out even shokier. "What about what happened in the hotel room? We made love. | 
thought you forgave me." 

| shook my head. 

"For Christ's sake, Shannie, fucking talk to me. Look at me." My eyes met his and | immediately regretted it. "l 
left you alone all this time, hoping you'd reach out to me. You didn't. You just packed up everything including 
my son and left me." He kept his hold on my arm, keeping me from getting away from him. The other hand 
bounced around, in karate chop fashion, as he spoke. "| came home, hoping to see you guys and all there was 
were the left over wedding invitations on the fucking kitchen table. My answering machine is full of messages 
from our family and friends wanting to know why we're not getting married. What do | tell them?" 

"That you fucked up." 


"I know. | know | fucked up, but two people who really love each other forgive, Shannie." 


| looked over his shoulder, past his face. | couldn't take the way his eyes glistened and bore into me. He was 


fire and | was the cube of ice he melted. | shook my head. "Some things can't be forgiven" 
Quietly, he said, "You never loved me." 

| rolled my eyes up, hoping to keep the tears from rolling out and sighed. He yanked at my arm. 
"Talk to me, god dammit!" 


"You want me to talk to youl" | screamed, leaning towards him. "You want me to tell you how you destroyed 


me! You did to me what all the others have, you cheated on me-" 
"I didn't cheat on you-" 


"The hell you didn't! You were supposed to be different! | thought you'd do everything you could to protect my 


heart, but instead you broke it. You're just like all the other assholes I've let hurt me!" 


Dave shook his head. "I swear to Christ, | didn't cheat on you, Shannie. We've been over this a dozen times. | 


didn't let it happen. | stopped it before you walked in. That's why that girl was so pissed off-" 

"| don't give a shit why she was pissed off! Fuck her and fuck you." 

| tried to walk away but he used the hand on my arm to spin me back around. 

"IF l'd known | was going to pay the price for it, | should have just fucked her." 

"Yes, you should have! So sorry you got short changed some teenage pussy, Dave-" 

"Wow." He huffed, chuckling sort of, and shaking his head. "You can be such a cunt" 

That's when | swung, smacking my hand across his cheek It was so hard my whole hand lit up, tingling with the 
energy from it. It wouldn't have been as bad if Dave had let his face turn with the impact but he didn't. 
Nothing about him moved except his hair fanning over from the momentum, and the soft closing of his eyes. 
When they opened a few seconds later, the hate there sent a simultaneous sensation of hot and cold through 
me and | shivered. My hand print blossomed red on his cheek. He reached up, cupping it. 


His voice was flat. "You know... if | were any less of a man, I'd lay you out cold right now." 


"If you were more of a man we wouldn't be having this conversation. Right now I'd be counting the days until | 


stood at the alter with you," my voice cracked, "dying with excitement to become your wife-" 


"You're already my wife.. or did you forget that?" He squinted one eye, smirking, and then nodded. "But that 


was all fake, wasn't it? You never meant anything you said on Mount Corcovado." 

‘| meant every word. | said it with everything | had in my heart, but you broke it" 

His eyebrows lifted. His eyes pleaded. "Give me a chance to fix it” 

"You can't-" 

"Why?" he yelled. "Why the fuck not?" 

"How do you put something back together that's shattered to dust?" 

Dave stared at me, his mouth agape. | was able to pull from his grasp then, and | did. | walked into the salon, 


Dave following me the entire way. Tammy was sweeping around the counter, and the remaining hair stylists 


were gathering their things to leave. 


"Everything okay?" she asked. 

From behind me, Dave replied, "Just fucking dandy" 

| got my purse from my station and came back to the front of the salon "See you tomorrow, Tammy" 

"See you tomorrow, Tammy," Dave repeated after me. 

As | walked past him, through the door, | muttered, "If you show up here again | will call the police’ 

"Call them," he replied, following me. "Il tell them how you assaulted me, and then I'll have them get my son so 
| can take him home. My address is the one on all his school paperwork, you know. Legally, we both have 


custody of him. That proves he lives with me." 


| stomped through the parking lot and stopped at my car. | began digging in my purse for my keys. | didn't 
want to look at him. | didn't want to know if what he said was true and enforceable. 


"Whose BMW is this?" Dave asked. 
‘Its mine." 


"Huh, | guess the corvette wasn't good enough for you either? Figures." | felt his eyes on me as | got the door 


unlocked and open. "So, you're taking me to my son now, right?" 

| glanced over my shoulder, barely looking at him. "No, I'm going home and you're going somewhere else." 
"| want to see my son" 

I'll meet you at your house-" 

| want your address. | get to know where he is when he's with you." 


‘lm bringing him to you." | tossed my purse to the passenger side. Before | could get into the driver's seat, 


Dave grabbed me by my elbow. 


"You'll give me your new address or I'll get the law involved. It's called contempt of court, Shan, you might've 


heard of it. You're violating the court documents that state | get to know where my son lives at all times." 


| stared at him, my jaw tensing. Damn it, he was right about that for sure, and | knew it. | sighed and looked 
away. "1801 Indian Mound Drive-" 


"Old Prospect Condominiums?" 


| nodded, 

| should have fucking known," he growled. "I barely turn my back-" 

"What?" | snapped. 

"Ron? Of course." 

"What are you talking about?" 

"Well, you said you couldn't wait to fuck him. Looks like you barely waited at all-" 
"Fuck him?" 

"Yeah. Don't tell me you haven't. | suppose you're sleeping in the guest room, right?" 
"We're neighbors, Dave. | live in the same building. | don't live with him" 

"Are you seeing him?" 

‘| see him every day. Like | said, we live in the same building.” 

"Does he take you out? Does he kiss you?" 

"None of your business-" 

"It is my business. | want to know if my wife is kissing another man" 

‘I'm not your wife-" 


"Well, if that's the case, | guess we better go back to Christo and tell him, oops, sorry, you didn't mean any of 
that eternity bullshit you spouted off and swore to Him." 


| shook my head and tried once more to get into the car, and again, Dave kept me beside him by yanking my 
arm. His voice came at me, quiet and husky. His mouth was right by my ear. "Leaving nothing but your 
wedding dress in the closet was a nice touch. It had the effect you intended, | assure you." 


We stood beside each other, silent, neither one of us meeting each other's eyes. True, | had done it to hurt 
him, but now that | heard in his voice how much it worked, | regretted it. 


He was close behind me, his chin edging over my shoulder. "I wish | could see you in it, Shan My god, | bet you 


look beautiful. Let's take it to Rio. Wear it and stand beside me. Let's be baptized again Let's start over." 


| wanted so bad to say yes. My heart tore with it, but my pride was stronger. | shook my head. 
"Please? | need my family, Shan | need my son | need my wife" 

"You have your son, | promise you. Ill never take him from you" 

"But | need you too-" 

"| guess you should have thought about that before letting that girl touch you" 

His hand dropped away from me then, and he stepped back | heard him sigh loudly. "What number?" 
"What number?" 

"Where my son is at, the number of your condo." 


"493" 


"Fine. I'll meet you there." 


| dropped into the driver seat of my BMW and watched Dave cross the asphalt to his SUV. His shoulders were 
slouched but his posture straightened a little when he pushed a hand up through the crown of his hair. The 
tendrils billowed behind him for a moment and then came to a rest against his back. It appeared starkly orange 
against the black of his t-shirt. His jeans were a faded, worn, almost sueded derim. They were loose at the 
thighs, loose at his ass, but the fabric hugged him enough to remind me of the contour.. the one | loved so 
much to smooth my hand over when he was naked. | shook my head, trying to clear that thought. | didn't want 
to think of all the things about Dave that | would never have again, that | would miss. 


He turned to stare at me as he unlocked the door on the SUV and then got inside. | heard the engine fire up 
so | put my car in drive and started home. | don't know why | waited for him, or why | kept checking to see 
him behind me after | got on the highway, but | did. He rode close, almost tailgating me, and he didn't need to. 


He knew where Ron lived as well as anyone. 


Once in the parking lot, Dave got a space closer to the building than | did. He was out of his SUV and waiting on 
the sidewalk when | got to him. All the colors in front of me we warm, Dave's sunset colored hair, the sage 
and cream of the stucco building, the sun going down behind it. His dark eyes followed me as | came near and 
then past him. He turned and walked behind me. We passed through the wrought iron gate to cross the pool 
area. The lights were just coming on, showering everything with a washed-out honey hue. The pool's blue 
bottom was vibrant with the sun glistening off the surface. There was the sound of splashing from the small 


rock waterfall at the far end. 


"This must be where you got your tan," Dave said." Driving all the men in the complex crazy at the sight of 
you, | bet... You probably wear that little red bikini | bought you in Rio, don't you?" 


It didn't seem like a question | needed to answer. All of it was true except for the men in the complex watching 


me. That | didn't know, and | didn't care. In fact, the less men | had in my life was for the better. 


We went up a flight of alcoved stairs, him following behind me. Dave's hand reached up high on the railing, so 
high that it was alongside me, by my hip. Our steps echoed around us, the sound of Dave as he coughed. 


"Are you sick?" | asked him. 

"Do you care?" 

"Didn't | just ask?" 

"Yeah. | don't know why, though. Maybe you're just worried about my germs." 

| sighed and shook my head as we came up to the landing that brought us to my condo. | got my keys out, 
unlocked the door, and opened it. The entryway was shadowed. The living room was dimly lit from the flickering 
of the television and the game our son was playing on the Nintendo. 


"DJ, your dad's here." 


From where we were, the only thing visible in the living room was the back of the couch. DJ's head popped up 


over it. 

"Dad?" 

"Hey, buddy." 

DJ got to his feet as | heard the clunk of the controller hitting the coffee table. He almost ran towards us, 
past me, and into Dave's waiting arms. He bent over DJ and his hair curtained his face and merged with our 
son's. They were both the same color of copper. 


"How you doin’, buddy?" Dave whispered. "You doin’ alright?" 


"No," DJ whined. His voice was muffled since his face was pushed against Dave's chest, but | could hear every 


word. "| missed you. | want to go home." 
Dave lifted his face so our eyes could meet. "Did you hear that? He wants to go home." 
"Take him for a while. | know you two need time together." 


Dave bent back over DJ. His arms squeezed him tighter. "I have to get back on a plane tonight, son, but I've 
only got two more weeks, and then I'll be home, okay? You'll come stay with me then, alright?" 


| could hear my son begin to cry and it broke my heart. "Dad, don't go." 

| have to. It's my job. But when I'm done, I'll be with you, | promise." 

| placed my purse and keys on the tall kitchen counter that separated the cooking area from the rest of the 
living room. | couldn't watch them. | felt like an outsider, an intruder. | wasn't, but | somehow | felt like the 
reason for all this; | was the reason for all this pain. 

| went to the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of chardonnay, got myself a glass, and poured it to the rim. 
"You hungry?" | heard Dave ask. "Let's go get some pizza. Our favorite place is just down the street” 

"Okay," DJ replied after a sniffle. 

"Shan?" 

| took my first sip and then turned to look at them. "Yeah, that's fine. Just have him back by nine-" 

Dave shook his head. "No, come with us." 

| hesitated, thinking... 

"Mom?" My son stared at me, hopeful. 

| didn't want to be around Dave. | didn't want to warm and soften from his presence. | didn't want to enjoy the 
familiarity of his face, his voice, his smell. | wanted it all as far away from me as possible. And | especially 
didn't want my son to think there was any hope that his parents were getting back together, because it was 
not going to happen. 

Slowly, | shook my head. 

"Shan" 

"C'mon, Mom." DJ's eyes pleaded at me and it was like someone stabbed me. "Please?" 


Again, | shook my head. "No, y'all go on. I've got a headache." 


DJ moved towards the door, but Dave's eyes lingered on me. | could see the disappointment, the anger-tinged 


pain, Finally, he turned and disappeared into the foyer. | heard the door shut and | knew they were gone. 


Obstacle 


Dave. 

Shannie had guessed right. | was sick. I'd been sick nearly the whole time she'd been away from me. For four 
weeks I'd been on and off antibiotics because an upper respiratory infection had threatened to become 
pneumonia. When | was a kid and | was sick, | always wanted my mother to take care of me. So many nights | 
went to bed without a hug or kiss because | was living with my sister, Connie, and to her | was just a big pain 
in her ass. Now that | was a man, when | got sick, | wanted my wife. And to her | was just as much or even 
more of a pain in the ass. All | could think about was how | could get Shannie to love me again. 


"So, do you like the new place?" 


| turned to my son, who was sitting in the passenger seat of my SUV. He turned his head so his eyes could 


find me. 

"No." 

"That pool is kick ass." 

"That's the only cool thing about living there." 

"You and mom go swimming a lot?" 

He nodded. "Mostly every night, unless she works late." 

‘| know Ron lives close by. | guess you see him around too, huh?" 
DJ nodded again. "Yeah." 


| wanted so bad to ask him if he ever saw them kiss each other but that was such a shit move. What kind of 


asshole uses his kid to narc on his own mother? 
"So, do you think your mom's been kissing him?" 


C'mon! If you've gotten this far into the story, you've read enough to know l'm an asshole. Don't pretend 
you're surprised by this. 


| looked intently at DJ. His facial expression was blank. He shrugged. 


| sighed and then said, "My guess is that it's probably going to happen-" 


"Why is mom so mad at you?" 


| quickly brought my eyes back to the road. | checked my rear view mirror, my blind spot, set my blinker, and 
then changed lanes... 


"Dad?" 

"Hts complicated. | don't know if you're old enough to understand" 

‘She cries a lot, Dad, even more than when Jason started being with Aunt Emily” 
"Yeah, lm sorry about that,” | said quietly. 

"What did you do?" 


| was an asshole, okay, that's all | can tell you, ‘cause to be honest, son, I'm ashamed of what | did. | really 
don't want to tell you and have you hate me-" 


| won't hate you," he replied. "Unless you hit her. Did you hit her, dad?" 


"No. I'd never do that." | did want to tell him, however, that she beat the shit out of me, but | decided to keep 
that to myself. 


"Then what did you do that was so bad that she won't marry you now?" 


"She doesn't trust me anymore, okay? That's all I'm going to tell you." | huffed. "Hell, I'm surprised your mom 


didnt tell you." 


We were quiet the rest of the way to the pizzeria. We were quiet when we got to the table. We were quiet 
when we got our food. We were quiet when we finished eating. Christ, this sucked. 


"No matter what happens between me and your mom, l'm always going to love you. I'll always be here for you, 


son. | hope you know that." 


His eyes widened, his mouth puckered around a soda straw. He sucked in the last of his drink, making a 


bubbling, slurping sound. 
"You do know that, don't you?" 
He swiped his arm across his mouth and nodded. 


| should probably get you back to your mom. | know you got school tomorrow." 


"Yeah." 


The ride home was just as quiet as the ride away from it had been | could tell DJ was tired, though, because 
he kept rubbing his eyes. We got out of the car and | watched him as we walked back to Shannie's condo. Little 
shit. He was still short for his age, but | could tell he was starting to sprout up. The jeans he was wearing, the 
legs used to puddle around his ankles and feet. Now they ended right at the top of his Converse. His baggy t- 
shirt wasn't so baggy anymore. Now it fit like it was supposed to. His mom had let him grow his hair out 
some, as long as | guessed the school would let him. All his hair was one length and almost hit the collar of his 


t-shirt. He kept it parted on the side unless he was wearing one of his baseball caps. 


We got up to the door, and DJ walked in. | followed behind him, but | felt trepidation, waiting to be yelled at, 
but Shannie wasn't in the kitchen or the living room. | wanted to find her, see her face before | left. | wanted 


to see if there was even a glimmer of hope in her eyes that | could hold on to. 


Is your mom already asleep?" 
Without turning to me, DJ shrugged. "She might be at Ron's." 


| nodded. Sure. Of course she would rather spend time with him than her son and husband, and don't think for 
one minute that | considered her anything other than my wife, because that's exactly what she was. Until that 
moment in San Antonio, she called me her husband and she wore a wedding band and lived in my house. So.. 
common law in some states would say we were married. It was something that | planned on looking in to once | 
got back from tour. | figured, if she actually had to divorce me in a court of law, she might think twice about 
doing it. 


"Can | see your room?" 


DJ started towards the left side of the apartment, to a corridor that led to his bedroom. It was one of two 
bedrooms on that side and then a bathroom. | looked into the spare and saw only boxes and mound of Shannie's 
extra shoes on the floor as we passed. We walked into DJ's room and, except for a couple of boxes with 
Shannie's handwriting on the side, it was mostly picked up and situated, surprisingly. 


"Cool." | nodded, looking around. 

He was back to a twin sized bed, which was probably because the bedroom wasn't much bigger than the closet 
he had at my house. There was room for a dresser, a night stand, and in the corner was the little Marshall 
practice amp | gave him two Christmas’ ago. His Stratocaster was perched on a stand next to it, a fray of 
broken strings dangling from the headstock. | picked it up and began unwinding them. 


"What happened here?" 


"| think | broke it, Dad." 


"You didn't break it. This shit happens all the time. I'll fix it for ya" 

It had been years, possibly a decade since I'd restrung a guitar myself, but | didn't mind doing it for my kid. | 
was still winding the second one tight when | heard the front door shut. My eyes went to the hall, wondering if 
she'd come this way. | strummed a chord, twisted a couple of tuning keys, strummed a couple of more chords, 
made more adjustments. | saw a shadow darken the wall in front of DJ's door. 

"DJ?" It was her voice. 

"Yeah, mom." 

"Okay, just checking to see if you were home." 

"Hey, baby?" | called out... I'd said it before I'd even realized what I'd done. It surprised the shit out of me when 
Shannie appeared in the doorway. She'd changed her clothes. She wasn't wearing the lace top and black slacks 
from her job anymore. Now her hair was in a ponytail and she had on a white tank top and overall shorts. She 


laid her hand on the door frame. Her eyes found me, but she didn't say anything. 


| have to catch a flight tonight so | can meet back up with the band. Do you think you can follow me to take 


my car home and then drop me off at the airport?" 


It was kind of sly of me, asking her in front of DJ. | knew she wouldn't want to say no and look like a bitch in 


front of our son. 
She sighed and her gaze left my face. 
"Please? You'd really help me out if you did” 


Then Ron walked up behind her. He was so fucking tall he could look at me, his whole face appearing over the 


top of her head 
"Hey, Dave. What's going on?" 

Shannie turned her head. "He needs a ride to the airport" 
"Sure, | can do that" 

"| asked Shannie" 

"She's got a headache” 


"Yeah, she said that but | figured it wasn't so bad since she wasn't in bed with it." 


Ron laid his hand on her shoulder, close to her neck. His fingers squeezed, creating dents in her sun-kissed 
flesh. It made me want to squeeze and put dents in his face. He tilted his chin down so he could meet her eyes. 
He spoke softly to her. 

"It's a tension headache, isn't it? Not a migraine." 


Shannie nodded. 


| drew in a breath, slowly, deeply, trying to keep myself calm. Everything about seeing the two of them 
standing together, his hand on her body, had my hackles up. 


"Well, you seem better," | mumbled. 


Ron smiled broadly. "Yeah, she came down stairs to my place and we shared a glass of merlot.. to help her 


unwind." 


| couldn't stop my lip from twitching, or my eyes from narrowing, or the strain in my voice when | said, "Of 


course you did." 

Shannie's eyes found me again. You'd think there would be a sparkle of glee in them, watching as my blood 
pressure shot through the roof, but there wasn't one. No, her eyes were dull, everything about her face was 
dull. Maybe she really did have a headache. 

"ll get my keys," Ron said. "When do you need to leave?" 

"No thanks. I'll get a taxi-well.." When | rethought that, | realized, you know, | actually did want some time alone 
with Ron. We had things we needed to discuss and this would be the perfect time. "Never mind, yeah, | will take 
that ride. | can leave as soon as you're ready." 

He smiled at me. "Alright. I'll get my keys and meet you in the parking lot” 


"Perfect" 


My eyes lingered on Shannie as she stared at me from the doorway. Ron disappeared and | heard the front 


door open and shut: 
"Are you alright" 

Her voice answered as dully as her eyes lit... No. Im not. But don't worry, | will be’ 

She disappeared then. | finished tuning DJ's guitar, hugged him and told him goodbye, and then | went to the 


other side of the condo. There was another hall that led to the master suite. The light was on, but the door 


was half closed. | went in anyway and found Shannie sitting on the bed, unfastening the buckle on her sandal at 


her ankle. She looked up at me, scowling. 

"What are you doing?" 

"Coming to tell you good-bye." 

"Well, good-bye." 

She went back to work on her shoe. | could tell the tongue of the buckle was stuck. | kneeled in front of her 
and took hold of her foot, placing it on the flat of my thigh and undid the buckle. | slipped the sandal off but | 
kept hold of her. My thumb pressed into the arch of her foot, my whole hand squeezed her. 

"I know how to get rid of your headache." 

"Dave. You are my headache." 

| had all kinds of asshole remarks flood my brain, but | pushed them down Being a smart ass wasn't going to 
get me where | wanted to go with Shannie. No, | needed to be rice. | needed to be patient. | decided speaking my 
heart was better than coming at her with the defensive asshole I'd give anyone else. 

| wish | could make you smile like | used to." 

She tried to pull her foot from me, but | kept hold of it. 

Her voice was quiet. "Ron is probably downstairs waiting for you." 

"| don't care." 

"Look, I'm not taking you to the airport-" 

"Will you miss me?" 

"Ill be glad when you go." 


"Why? You hate me that much?" 


Her eyes searched mine and then glimmered when they moistened. Bingo, there was my answer. She looked 


away. 


"You still love me. | know you do." My hand clenched her ankle, squeezing it tight, which brought her eyes back 


to me. "l'm not giving up." 


"We don't have anything if we don't have trust. You broke my heart. It's over." 


| smiled. "I once told you I've had to fight for everything I've got. I'm ready. I'm prepared to do whatever it 
takes... including earning back your trust. I'll prove it to you." 


She shook her head. 


"Hey." My head turned to find Ron, that asshole, in the doorway. He put a hand on his hip. "Are we going or 


not?" 

| got to a stand, but before | walked away, | leaned over and quickly kissed Shannie's cheek. She glared at me as 
| walked past Ron and went to the door. | heard his steps behind me as | went outside, down the stairs towards 
the pool; so | knew he was still going to follow me home, which he did. | got my SUV in the garage, got my 
duffle bag from the foyer, and met him in the circle drive. | got into the passenger seat of his Mercedes and 
we started towards the airport. 


He spoke to me almost cheerful like. "So, how's the tour going?" 


| kept my eyes on the road because | still couldn't bring myself to look at Ron's stupid face. "Great, because 


It's almost over." 

"Tim getting up to speed?" 

"He's alright." 

"| guess so. | haven't heard news of any major screw ups yet-" 

"So, tell me, Ron, just what is it that you think you're doing with my wife?" 

He turned to look at me. "She's not your wife." 

'| disagree. We told everyone we got married on Mount Corcovado. She wore a wedding band for six months. 
She's lived on my property for over a year. She holds credit cards with both our names that | pay for. She is 


my wife and you know it" 


He shook his head. "Arizona does not recognize common law marriage, Dave. | looked into it after that stupid 
stunt you pulled at the hospital. That would make Shannon just as much my wife as she is yours" 


"Except we have a son together. In fact, she's had two of my babies inside her." 
"Good for you, Dave, your plumbing works-" 


"She's meant to be with me." 


"That's up to her, don't you think?" 

"She's just confused right now-" 

That's when Ron broke out into a loud laugh. "Confused? No. She's not confused at all. Shell shocked, maybe, but 
not confused. No, now she finally realizes exactly who and what you are. | would have to say she's finally been 
disillusioned, and so have |." 

"You know how much | love her," | said quietly. "You know better than anyone." 

He kept his eyes on the road and shook his head. "Then why did you hurt her?" 

"Same reason | took all those valium three years ago." 

He turned to look at me, a scowl lowering his brow. "What do you mean by that?" 

"You've never felt so hopeless that you didn't care what you did as long as it ended your pain?" 

Shaking his head, he put his eyes back on the road. "No." 

"Because you've never experienced the darkness that | have. You can never know what it's like to be me." 

"No, | can't, but | know I'd never hurt someone | love like that, | don't care how much pain | was in" 

We didn't talk for the rest of the drive to the airport, except at the very end when | asked him for Shamnie's 
phone number. Begrudgingly, he gave it to me, not so | could call Shannie, but so | could call my son. That took 
my opinion of him from 100% asshole to 999% asshole. 

| appreciate this, Ron" 

He didn't say anything; he just kept staring at me with his stupid face. 

"Just a little FYI, though...” 

He blinked several times. 

"Lay a hand on her and I'll beat you to a pulp." 

‘lve already laid a hand on her." When | didn't respond, he added, "I plan to do a lot more of it too." 


"So, you two are messing around, huh?" 


Blink. Blink. 


"Better be glad | can't miss this flight, otherwise I'd sweep the street with your stupid face." 


Ron chuckled. "Oh, okay." He shook his head, smiling. "Just go get on your plane, Dave." He patted my shoulder. 


"And I'll keep your ‘wife’ and son company." 
"| wouldn't get used to it if | were you." 
He smiled broadly and waved at me, and then he turned and walked off. 


Mother fucker. 


The Sedona Vortex 


Author's Notes: 
Ron seems like a nice guy. *yawn® LOL 


Shannie. 

The Megadeth Youthanasia Tour ended August 3lst. Dave was home the following day, and then he slept for 
three days. Or, at least that's what he told me. But then, on September fourth, a Sunday, he was at my 
doorstep, bright eyed and bushy tailed, twirling his car keys back and forth on his thumb. 

"You know, you're welcome to come visit us anytime you want," he said. 

| watched as DJ crossed the threshold with his backpack slung over his shoulder. "Okay, thanks." 

"I mean it, Shan, any day, any time-" 

"Okay-" 


"You're still the lady of my house. | hope you know that.” 


| nodded and grabbed hold of my son's arm. He spun and | took his face with both hands. Two dark eyes, fanned 


by orange lashes looked up at me. | whispered, "I love you." 
"Love you too, Mom." 


| know you'll be having fun with your dad, but give me a call some time. I'm going to miss you every second 


you're away." 

"HI miss you too, Mom-" 

"But you two don't have to miss each other. Nobody said Mom can't come around and hang out with us’ 
| looked up at Dave. "I got it, thanks" 

"Just want to make sure i's clear-" 

"It is. Crystal clear" 


| kissed my son's cheek and then | watched the two of them walk to the end of the landing and bounce down 


the steps that led towards the pool. Just before Dave's head disappeared, he stopped and looked back at me. 
"Don't forget.. you're always welcome." 


| nodded and then his orange head bounced out of sight. 


| went back into my condominium and shut the door. For twelve years, | had barely ever been without my son. 
Now he'd be gone for a month. There was obviously opportunity for me to see him before then, but | did want 
to let the two of them have their time without me. DJ was on the verge of puberty and | was grateful he 
had a man around, someone that would teach him the stuff | couldn't. OF course, | didn't know how | felt 
about Dave being the one to teach him. | didn't want my son to turn into a womanizing, manipulating, conniving 


jerk Yeah. That could very well happen 


It was about two o'clock when | decided to go to the pool. | snapped my beach towel out and spread it across a 
wrought iron chaise. | sat down, pushed my legs out in front of me, closed my eyes and let the sun warm my 
skin My mind would not rest, though. Visions of Dave's face kept forming in the darkness behind my eyelids. | 
missed him. If he hadn't been so ridiculous that morning with all his unsubtle hints about me coming to visit, 
I'd probably been tearful. | did want to be with them.. both of them. | wanted to be a part of their masculine 
adventures. | wanted to be there while they played guitar together, shot hoops, went skateboarding, hollering at 
each other as they played Nintendo. | missed being the one they both came home to, all smiles and happiness, 
tired from exertion, hungry and sleepy. | missed being the body that both of them would lean against on the 
couch as we watched some action movie | had no interest in, or being the one that each of them looked to 


when they were proud of something they'd done. 
"So, what's it feel like to be free?" 


| opened my eyes to find a form, black and silhouetted by the sun, standing over me. | lifted the sunglasses to 
the top of my head. 


"| don't feel quite free, really." 

Ron sat on the chaise next to mine. "A whole month? You're going to go crazy without DJ." 

Quietly, | said, "I'm already going crazy. | already miss him." 

"Well, it's good for you to have some time for yourself, to just be Shannon and not be mom." 

"'d rather just be mom." 

He rubbed his hand over my forearm as he leaned back against the towel he'd placed on his lounger. We were 
quiet for a long time. There were just the sounds of palm tree leaves rustling and the lapping of the water. 


Every once in a while somebody else would come to swim but it didn't seem like anyone stayed long except for 
me and Ron. After a while, the sun was so hot and intense that | jumped into the pool to cool off. | swam a 


couple of laps and then came back to the loungers. The second time | did this, Ron jumped in after me. As | got 
to the shallow end, where there was a wide set of tiled steps, | watched the water's surface, his dark swirling 
length of shadow, as it torpedoed towards me. He came up out of the water, lifting his hands to wipe the 
droplets from his face. | noticed he still had on his watch, one with a broad face and thick band, as he pushed 
his wet hair back. His chest was covered with a thick patch of hair. It made me miss the thinner pelt of 
orange that Dave had. | missed more about Dave's body, so much more, but | tried to push that from my 


thinking. Getting nostalgic for his bedroom prowess wasn't going to do me any favors. 

"We should go out for dinner tonight," Ron said, easing to a seat on the steps next to me. Then he turned his 
head to meet my gaze. "There's a steakhouse on the other side of town that I'm dying to try. What do you 
say, my treat?" 

"Well, if its your treat" 

He laughed. 

Then | added, "It always seems to be your treat." 

"You know | don't mind." 

"I don't want you to think I'm taking advantage of you." 

Ron smiled. "Take advantage of me. I'd love for you to.” 

| chuckled and broke our stare. That warm feeling of flirtation was back. It was a frequent visitor since Dave 
and | split and | knew | needed to be careful with him. Ron liked me in a way that | wasn't sure | could meet. | 
felt connected to him, but | still couldn't tell if it was the bond of friendship and hours and hours of time 
spent together, or if it was attraction. He wasn't bad looking, for sure, but he didn't stir the butterflies in my 


stomach like Dave did. But then | thought.. that might be a good thing. 


Ron brought his forearm up so he could see his watch. "It's almost five o'clock Why don't we get ready and I'll 


come up to get you when l'm done." 

"You know you're going to have to wait on me-" 

"Do | ever complain?" 

| smiled and shook my head. "No, not yet" 

| always know it'll be worth the wait" Ron grinned broadly, showing all his teeth. 


Two hours later, | met Ron in my living room. I'd changed into a short floral skirt, a sleeveless mock turtleneck, 


and a pair of clogs. Ron stood from his seat on the couch. He was wearing a suit. 


"Oh. Uh. | didn't know-" 

"Is okay; we have time. Go put on a dress." 

“Alright.” Half an hour later, | came out in a black satin cheongsam that was embroidered with cranes and 
cherry blossoms and a slit that ran halfway up my thigh. My hair was pressed flat and parted in the middle. 
I'd chosen a deep red lipstick. "How's this?" 

| needn't have asked. | could tell by the way Ron's face lit up that he liked it. | felt sexy. I'd been waiting for a 
special occasion to wear this dress. Since Dave and | broke up, this looked as close to a special occasion as I'd 
have for a long time. 

"I like those shoes," Ron said as his eyes rose slowly from my feet, up my torso, my chest, my neck to meet 
my gaze. | was wearing red heels with thin straps that wrapped around my ankles. The heels were much 
higher than what | was accustomed to. 

"Let me know if they start hurting your feet. ItIl give me an excuse to carry you." 

Smiling, | grabbed my purse from the counter and we left. Ron said we were going to a steakhouse. Well, it 
wasn't just any steakhouse, it was probably the highest priced restaurant in town, and since Scottsdale was 
the luxury mecca of Arizona, that's saying a lot. 

We got there and there was a line of people waiting, a crowd of people meandering in the lounge, rows of 
people three feet thick visible at the bar. There were people everywhere. | kept hold of Ron's hand so | didn't 
lose him. 

“There's no way we're going to get in here," | said. 

He smiled at me as we approached the maître de standing at the front podium. "Reservation for two. Laffitte." 
"This way, sir." 

| whispered as we were led to our table, "This was not a spur of the moment idea, Ron" 

He didn't look at me, but | could see in his profile that he was suppressing a smile. 

When we got to the table, the maitre de pulled my chair out for me. As | moved past Ron, his hand smoothed 
down my back and over my hip. There was the briefest, most subtle brush over my ass, and it sent a hum 
through me. He took the seat across from me, smiling mischievously. His eyes glistened from the flickering 


candle in the middle of our table. 


"How long ago did you make these reservations?" | asked. 


"The day you told me DJ was going to stay with his dad for a while." 
"What if I'd made other plans for this evening?" 
He shrugged, still smiling. "Well, lets say | hoped you might let me persuade you to change those plans." 


If Ron wanted a romantic dinner with me, he definitely chose the right place. The room we were in was small 
and separate from the larger dining room and bar. This room barely held half a dozen tables. The walls were 
rustic, red and cream brick on one side, red velvet curtains and glass display cases of expensive, vintage wine 
bottles on the other. Each table had candles and roses in a glass vase. Glistening crystal chandeliers hovered 
over our heads. Soft violin music played in the background. It took all | had to bring my attention to the menu. 
And then when | did, it all looked good but there were no prices listed, which meant the food was crazy 


expensive. 

"| have no idea what to order, Ron" 

"I can order for you, if you want." 

| smiled at him as | closed the menu. "Yes, please do." 

After all | had to manage and be responsible for in my life, it felt good to hand my decisions over to someone 
else for a change. | loved being pampered and taken care of, and Ron's job made him good at it. He was good at 
reading people, what they wanted, what they needed, even if at times it felt too much. 

We had a six course meal, every single plate of it exquisite and exciting. We had two different courses of wine, 
red for our meal, white for our dessert, which was a chocolate truffle cheesecake, one piece to be shared by 
two. The very first forkful was fed to me by Ron As we left, we passed by another dining room, this one less 
romantic but with a glistening blue pool in the middle of it. 

"Next time I'll get us a table in there," Ron said "You will come here with me again, won't you?" 

| chuckled. "If it's your treat” 

Ill be my treat," he replied through a grin. 

The whole walk to the car, he held my hand, even when it was no longer necessary. He pulled open the 
passenger door on his Mercedes for me. As | sank into the seat, he kissed my hand. When he came back on 
the driver's side he sat there for a moment, just staring at me. Then he leaned over and he kissed me softly. 
His lips lingered on mine. 


When he pulled away, he whispered, "thank you for this evening" 


"Thank you." 


"I'd like to have many more of these. | know it might be too soon to get a promise from you, but | hope we 


end up there one day.. you know.. when you're ready.” 

| sighed and looked down at my lap. | couldn't not smile. It felt rude to not give him some hope, whether | felt 
an inkling of it with him or not, especially after all the effort, time, and money he'd just gone through for me. | 
did enjoy the evening. | did enjoy his company. He made me feel so special, so beautiful, so safe. This was 
attraction, wasn't it? 

"Do your feet hurt?" 

| brought my eyes to him. | shook my head. "No, why?" 

"There's another place | want to take you, but we would walk a bit there. Are you up for it?" 


"Sure." 


Ron started the engine and we left. The Mercedes took us out of the city and through a winding road in the 
suburbs, up into Sedona Desert. When the car came to a crawl, Ron brought down the automatic windows and | 
could smell all the vegetation, the mineral essence of the red dirt. Now, in Texas, in September, its hot. During 
the day, at night, in the morning, its hot, hot, hot. There's never a moment it's not hot. Now in Arizona, it was 
blistering hot during the day, but once the sun set you'd need a sweater or you'd shiver. And this is exactly 
what happened to me once Ron and | got out of the car. 


"Here, take my jacket" 

He stepped close, shawling me with his blazer, but once my shoulders were covered, he didn't remove his 
arms. He wrapped them around me from behind and linked them in front of my chest. He pulled my back 
against him and he bent his head to get his mouth by my ear. 

"Do you feel it?" 

"Feel what?" 


"The vortex." 


We were standing in a circle of flat hugged by red mountains. All around us were ten foot cacti and trees. | 


could hear a far off coyote howl. 
"We're on a ley line. We're in the Sedona Vortex." 


"| don't know what that is." 


‘Its an intersection of magnetic lines that circle the earth. Folklore says this is a place of healing." He nuzzled 


his nose against my ear. "Do you know why | brought you here?" 
Quietly, | whispered, "No." 


Is probably all superstition, but... | brought you here as a symbol of my intention for you. | hope to help you 


heal and be whole again.. your heart." 
"Hmm" 


We were quiet for a while. | thought about what he said.. healing. | was broken, wasn't |? That's why | couldn't 
feel for Ron like | knew | should. It wasn't necessarily that | wanted Dave more, although, | definitely wanted 
Dave.. wanted to be near him.. and to string him up by his toes and bash him with a bat. 


"You're still cold? 
"Huh?" 


"You're shivering," Ron whispered, pulling me tighter against him. His breath was by my ear. | could smell a bit 


of the wine still on him, his cologne, a masculine skin scent beneath that. "Do you want me to take you home?" 
"Yes." 


We got into the car, and | couldn't say that the Sedona Vortex had worked any magic on me. In fact, | felt a 
little more sad, a little more broken than before we'd come. | felt longing for the view from my bedroom in 
Dave's guest house, the mountains, the sunset, the smell of being there not so different from the smell here 
in the vortex. | wondered what my son and his dad were doing at that moment, and | wondered if Dave was 
thinking of me while | was simultaneously thinking of him. And then | thought, why do | care? He cheated on 
me. | was in the presence of a man who'd only ever treated me with kindness and respect and the utmost 
caring and sensitivity. Dave was a cave man compared to Ron. Ron was a true gentleman, and | was grateful 


for his time and attention, and yet.. | didn't feel quite sure of it all. 

Ron laid his hand on the headrest behind me as he turned to reverse the Mercedes. When he got the car 
turned around, as he put the transmission in drive, his eyes met mine. | smiled. He smiled back. Then | leaned 
forward and kissed him. It was a soft kiss, but my breath was weighted and audible as | did it, mostly because 
| was nervous. Ron's hand went into my hair and clenched me. His tongue rolled against mine and then both of 
us were breathing hard. After some time, | leaned away from him. His eyes danced with mine. 

"Wow." 


| smiled. 


Ron brought his hand up, just his first two fingers wiping my lipstick from his mouth. He looked at the smear 


of red, and then he chuckled. 

‘Sorry if my paint came off on you." 

"Oh, it's... fine. Yeah. l'm not complaining.” 

"Okay." 

| felt giddy on the drive home. It might have been a high from the wine, or maybe a hum of desire that'd 
sparked in me. | wasn't sure. Ron held my hand, his heavy thumb brushing over the top of my fist. When we 
got into the parking lot, | waited and let him open my door for me. We walked slow, arms linked around each 
other. He was so tall that my head rested against his shoulder, even while | wore my heels. We got up the 
stairs and to my door. As | dug in my purse for my keys, one of his hands brushed up and down my back and 
over the curve of my backside. More humming vibrated through me. As | turned the key in the deadbolt, | 
looked over my shoulder at him. 

"Are you coming inside?" 

"Are you inviting me?" 

"| think so." 

Before | could get the door open, Ron scooped me towards him, locking his mouth on to mine. He was a good 
kisser, just aggressive enough to be manly, but still tender. | felt him caressing my ass, his hand brushing 
down against the satin covering it, moving down to the back of my thigh. My leg lifted up to let his hips get 
closer to mine. His dress pants didn't keep me wondering if he was being affected by me or not. | could feel his 
thickness press against me. 

"Ahh, we better stop," he whispered. 

| chuckled. "Somebody's going to get an eyeful. We should at least go inside-" 

"No." 

My eyes widened. "No? Really? I'm formally inviting you in-" 

"Nope," he said through a smile. "No can do." 

"Why not?" 


His gaze met mine. Through a smile he said, "You know why." 


| shook my head. "No, | don't. Why?" 


"When something's important it's best to wait until the time is right" 
"What's wrong about right now?" 

"Shannon. Lust confuses things." 

Lust? I've known you for almost two years-" 


"Do you love me?" His eyes searched mine. His bottom jaw lowered and shifted to the side while he waited for 


my answer. One eyebrow cocked up. When | didn't answer, he nodded. "See. Time's not right 

| chuckled. "You're turning me down?" 

"Yep" 

"Ron, you're a tease." 

"No, I'm not. I'm trying to be a gentleman, here." 

My mouth dropped open and | burst out into a bold laugh. 

Ron's eyes narrowed and his head tilted to the side. "What's wrong with that?" 

"| didn't know chivalry still existed" 

He leaned forward and brought his mouth to my ear. "I want you to see that this thing between us is 
different. What | feel for you is not just about your outward beauty.. as beautiful as you are..and you most 


definitely are... Wow, especially in this dress." 


| chuckled and leaned my head against his and brought my arms around his neck. "I can't believe you don't want 


to come inside." 


"| didn't say | didn't want to. | do want to.. badly. But you know us rushing into sex would not be right for you, 


and | care what's right for you, Shannon" 

| dropped my arms and nudged him back He stood up straight and smiled at me. 
"Okay, then Looks like I'm going to sleep by myself" 

“Sorry 


"You're not sorry, you jerk" 


He patted my hip as | turned from him to open the door. He chuckled. "Good night, Shannon 
"Good night" 


Ron stood in the porch light, our eyes locked, both of us smiling, and then | shut the door. 


Frogs 


Author's Notes: 
| wrote two versions of "the reunion’. | hope this is the one that works! 


Two weeks passed and | spoke with DJ and Dave every day. Every conversation, although strained, had been 
cordial and ended on good terms. We got by that long before trouble started. 


"So, | just wanted to let you know that if you call the condo this weekend, | won't be here’ 

"All weekend?" Dave asked. "Why, where are you going?" 

| took a deep breath. "Im going to New York" 

"New York" Dave sniffed. "Why?" 

| thought to tell him it was a hair design seminar or maybe even a Redken product promotion to save myself 
the hassle that the truth would get me but | hated trying to keep up with all that. | hated lying. | closed my 


eyes... 


"Ron was given some tickets to some MTV thing, some show they're taping, all acoustic instruments or 
something-" 


"Unplugged." 
"Yes, that's it" 


"Hmmm." He didn't sound excited for me. If eyes rolling made a sound that would probably be the sound | would 


have heard. "What artist?" 


"I knew you were going to ask me that. | can't remember the band's name.. it's a girl's name.. they have a 
song about a chicken-" 


"Rooster?" 
"| don't know-" 
"Alice in Chains." 


"Yes, that's it" 


"Oh. Hmm. How exciting for you." Again, | could practically hear him rolling his eyes. 
"It is actually. I'm looking forward to it-" 


"Well, l'm glad you could take off from the salon to run around New York with your boyfriend. | spent over a 
month on the verge of a breakdown without you, but you couldn't tear yourself away-" 


"Oh my god. That was when it first opened, Dave. | had to be there. Things are different now. My assistant 


manager can finally handle things on her own-" 
"Sure." 


‘lm sorry | can't make my world revolve around you, Dave. | can't be at your every beck and call when you 


need me, you know?" 
"| know. You never even loved me enough to try." 
g Yy 


| took a deep breath trying to calm myself, but my voice still came out terse and choppy. "Can | talk to my 


son, now?" 
"| don't know. Do you have time for him?" 

"You know what, Dave? Fuck you" 

"Wow that escalated quickly. You're already cussing at me?" 

"Put DJ on the phone” 

"He's not here" 

"Where is he?" 

"He's spending the night with a friend from school" 

"Well, then | have no reason to be on the phone with you." 

And | hung up. 

Saturday morning, Ron and | were on a plane to New York We had a room.. a single room with two double beds 
in the same hotel where Dave and | got engaged. | was relieved that Ron hadn't reserved the same room. | felt 


a little relief too that there would be two beds. After the wine and physical hum of being touched after a long 
stretch of abstinence had worn off, | was glad Ron hadn't come into the condo that night. | was glad | didn't 


have to back pedal from that. | liked him a lot but | wasn't sure what | wanted yet. It was odd, but Ron 


somehow knew better than me what | needed. 


It was nearly two hours before the show would start when the taxi dropped us off in front of the Brooklyn 
Academy of Music, the Harvey Theatre. The building didn't seem that big from the outside. It was a turn of 
the century building that had a modernized section of columns and walls attached to it where it had been 
enlarged. Ron and | stood underneath the glass overhang of the old theatre, the sun still shining and keeping us 
warm. | wore a burgundy floral wrap dress and a pair of ankle boots. Last minute, | put on a cropped denim 
jacket, in case | got cold, which Ron assured me | would Ron was dressed like he did mostly, in a pair of faded 
Levis and a gray t-shirt. The only record-executive thing about him was his slicked hair and black blazer. 


We tried one of the half dozen glass doors at the entrance and found one unlocked. As we started inside, a 


security guard came towards us. 
"Sorry, guys. The public isn't allowed in until seven" 


Ron pulled our tickets and some passes from the inside of his jacket and held them out for the security guard 


To see. 
"Oh, special guests, okay. MTV personnel are in the back" 


Ron and | went through a tiled hall that had walls of crumbling Italian plaster. It led into the auditorium where 
a stage was being dressed with rugs and instruments. A few people were setting up metal chairs along an area 
of the floor in front of the bolted-in theater seats. It struck me odd that the place appeared to be in ruin and 
disrepair and yet, the ambiance was so elegant and beautiful. The walls were distressed. The plaster adorning 
the arch that stretched over the performance area and the alcoves along the walls was an aged cream and 
was peeling. We walked past all of that, towards the backstage, down a staircase that landed in a broad, 
brightly lit and open room. It was already half full of people, and the air was charged with the clink of drinking 
glasses and the hum of conversation. Inside the middle of the large room was a bar. Chairs and couches lined 


the walls, all of them strung with bodies. 
"Hey, Ron" 


Several people came up and talked to Ron, MTV people, record people, musicians. | stood there drinking a glass 
of wine, silently observing, for what seemed like forever. | had no interest in anything being said and no one 
seemed interested in including me in any of the conversations. Instead, | people watched. My eyes scanned the 
room, over and over. Even though I'd spent the past two years of my life within the music industry, | didn’t 
know anyone here.. that is until | saw them... | had to shake my head to make sure | wasn't seeing things, but | 
wasn't. Between a few bodies, the bar, on the other side of the room, was James.. Hetfield.. you know, 
singer/songwriter, lover of beach and surf and tires and asphalt, drinker of too much beer, too much vodka, 


my buddy, long ago my savior, the man who got me to my family in Texas. 


My chest tightened with excitement when | saw him, so tightly | practically gasped. Only this wasn't the James 


I'd last seen almost three years ago. This James was different... well, different looking, anyway. His long hair, 
once wispy and long, tawny with true sun given highlights, was gone. Now it was dark, close shorn at his neck, 
and barely long enough to reveal his natural curl at his forehead. He was dressed down compared to everyone 
else, in a dull colored Harley Davidson t-shirt and faded jeans. Lars was next to him, in a royal purple rayon 
shirt and slacks, his hair slicked. He squinted as he talked to someone, his ski-slope nose upturned. James was a 
complete contrast, all ease and relaxed smiles. His eyes narrowed from a laugh, his arm bringing a beer bottle 
to his lips. | watched the two of them for some time until James shifted his weight from one foot to the next 
and then his face turned, his eyes scanning... scanning.. until They moved past me and then.. came back. Our 
gazes locked. | couldn't help but smile. He'd found me. My dear old friend had finally found me. His lips pulled 
back into a wide grin and then he broke from his circle and began walking. The closer he got to me, the quicker 
his pace became until he was almost lifting onto his toes. | laughed as he split in between me and Ron, yanking 


me into his arms. He spun me around, squeezing me tight. 

"| can't believe it," he huffed into my ear. "No way." 

His voice, it seemed like it had been so long since I'd actually heard it, and now it hummed in my ear, soft and 
deep, fuzzy like a warm wool blanket. The scruff of his beard scrubbed my cheek. He set me back on my feet, 
but he didn't let me go. He kept hold of me, us swaying a little, as | laughed. Finally, he released me, his eyes so 
warm and hovering, trained on mine. 

"You are the last person in the world | thought l'd see here." 


"| hope it's a pleasant surprise." 


His cheeks broadened as his lips broke with a smile. "Best surprise ever." He sighed. "What on earth have you 
been up to, Mama?" 


"Nothing but trouble, | assure you." 


Immediately, he grabbed my left hand. He sighed again when he found my fingers without rings. "Not the worst 
trouble yet, | gather. Or are you just not wearing a wedding band?" 


| pulled my hand away and looked down before my eyes found him again. "It's called off. There was no wedding." 
"Now that is good news. Good, good news." 


We stared at each other for a while, silent, locked, until Ron poked him in the back so he would turn and give 
him a handshake. 


"Hey, man, how's it going?” When James turned to face me again, his brow was furrowed, his mouth slightly 


agape. He hooked his thumb over his shoulder. "You here with Laffitte?" 


| nodded. 


"Nah." 
| shrugged. 


James squinted and blinked. "What is it with you?" 
"What?" 

"You're with him?" 

| shrugged again. "| guess-" 

“You guess? 


My breath huffed and | looked away. | noticed Lars watching us from where James had once been. He didn't 


smile at me. He only lifted his chin at me in acknowledgement. | waved. 
"So, what is it?" 

My eyes came back to James. "We're seeing each other, yes-" 
"Why?" 

"Why what?" 

"Why are you always fucking with somebody?" 

"j 

"Don't you ever take a fucking break?" 

EE 

"Every time we run into each other, you got some asshole in tow." 
"No, | don't" 

His brow lifted "You don't?" 

"What difference does it make-" 


"A lot to someone who's trying to get his foot in" 


| chuckled and looked past James’ shoulder to Ron, who was watching us. "A foot in? Whatever-" 

"Don't you ever give yourself time to be alone?" 

My eyes leveled at his and my face sobered. "I'm alone more than you know. A lot more." 

"Come here." He pulled me back into his arms and pressed his face to the top of my head before bringing his 
mouth to my ear. "| don't mean for you to be lonely, Mama. | don't want that. Just stop kissing so many 
frogs." 

"But they all look like princes in the beginning." 


"Nope. You need glasses." 


We broke apart enough for me to look up at him, his tan face, fuzzy along his chin and upper lip, his eyes so 


blue and peering into mine. | winced. "Is that it? | just don't see it?" 
"| think you hope for the best in everyone, and don't realize some just aren't worth your time." 


| nodded and stepped back My eyes went to Ron who was still in a conversation with someone who talked to 


the side of his face. He remained quiet, watching me. | looked back at James. 
se Se 

"Frog," he snapped without so much as a flinch. 

"Okay" | sighed and then | chuckled. "How about James?" 

His brow furrowed. “James who?" 

"Hetfield 


‘Oh, he's a prince. That." He chuckled and shook his head. "That prince has been waiting patiently for a long, 
long time, just hoping that someday you'll get your fill of frogs." 


"Has he?" 
James nodded. Our gazes hovered. His head tilted to the side and his tongue moistened his bottom lip. 
Quietly, almost a whisper, | said, "I like your hair." 


He mimicked me, when he leaned forward and returned in the same soft voice, "Good, you're the only one." 


Louder, he added, "Makes all the shit | keep getting about it worthwhile." 


Its a big deal you cut your hair." 

James raked his hand up into it, scrubbing his head at the crown. "I guess so, but fuck, it's just hair." 

"It looks good on you, though. You look more mature." 

"Oh, no, no. Not more mature. We can't have that." 

| chuckled. "That's supposed to be a good thing-" 

"No, it makes me sound like a banker or lawyer or something respectable like that. No, that won't do. | can't let 
my frog costume slip. | can't let you see that l'm a prince under all this or you'll lose interest, because 
obviously you like frogs.” 

"But you just told me you were. | already know you're a prince.” 

"That's your first mistake; believing. You can't take anyone's word for it. You have to figure it out for 
yourself. | only know | want to be your prince. | might still be a frog, though. You ask anybody else and they'll 
tell you I'm a frog. You'll have to kiss me to know I'm your prince. Only a princess can turn a frog into a 
prince." 

"| guess we'll have to figure out if I'm a princess, then-" 

"You are." 

| chuckled. "Don't you have to kiss me to find out?" 

"IIl kiss you now." James grabbed at me. "Come here-" 

| squealed a little, trying to get away from him, but | didn't try too hard, and neither did he. After more 
conversation, James hassled someone walking by with an empty tray to bring us some drinks, bourbon on ice 
for him, the house red for me. We'd each had a couple of glasses down, and | since we'd not eaten dinner, | 
was really starting to feel it. James and | just laughed and smiled and teased each other, just catching up on 


old times when Ron finally stepped in. 


"Excuse me." He brought his arm up between us so he could grab my hand. “Sorry to break this up, but 


they're seating for the performance now. We need to get into the auditorium.’ 


My eyes stayed on James as | walked past him to follow Ron My head even craned back so | could hold our 
stare as long as possible. James shifted his stance so he could prolong the contact, leaning so he could see me 
when someone broke the space between us. Eventually, | had to turn so | could watch where | was going. Ron 


took me into the stairwell where we corralled with a few others as we funneled out into the auditorium. The 


house lights were up and our seats were close to the stage. Unfortunately, we were on the far side, though. 
The chairs had been set on a riser, on an incline, and it afforded me a good view of the rest of the audience 
as it filtered in. James and Lars eventually appeared, and were close to the stage as well, but at the other end, 
opposite from me. | watched as James leaned around to look behind him. Lars fiddled with something in his 
hands in front of him, chewing his gum, shaking his head. It didn't take long, though, for James to find me again. 
His recognition was confirmed when our eyes locked and he broadly smiled. 

"Looks like the two of you haven't missed a beat." 


| turned to Ron. "| guess with some friends, it doesn't matter how long you're apart. It's like no time passes." 


"| guess not" He shifted so he could situate his blazer that had twisted when he sat. Without looking at me, he 


said, ‘I need to watch out for him, don't 1?" 

"What do you mean?" 

He sighed. "You know what | mean’ 

"No. | dont” 

That's when his eyes settled on me, hard, cold, and he said, "I take it you plan on kissing more frogs” 

"Oh, you heard all that 

"Yes. | was right there. He doesn't even care that | can hear him hitting on you. 

"We play, you know?" 

"He's not playing" He cleared his throat. "My acquaintance with James might not go back as far as yours, but 
mine is different. Ive seen him when he doesn't care what people think of him, when he's not trying to impress 
anyone." 

"Ron, don't make a big deal-" 

"Shannon, you're here with me" 


"| know." 


‘| didn't bring you all this way so you could spend time with another man. This was supposed to be about you 


and me, just us-" 


"Except that you've spent all your time networking.’ 


"That's why EMI got me the tickets. It is a business trip.” 
"l'm just supposed to be on your arm, | guess? Stand still, smile, pretend | care?" 
Ron chuckled, but there was no amusement in it. "Funny, | thought you did.” 


| noticed how tense my body had become, my expression. Ron and | glared at each other and it was me who 
broke it to look away. When did this turn happen? Was this ugly part of his personality always in there and | 
never noticed it? All | kept thinking was ‘Frog’, ‘frog’, ‘frog’. 


Fuming, we sat silently until the house lights lowered and the gel lights engulfed the room in a violet blue hue. 
Not long after that the performance began. White candles flickered and it all looked so magical. The stage lit up 
crimson and orange. I'd hardly heard any of the songs before, but | found they all fit my mood, low, anxious, 
melancholic, a subtle tinge of anger. | closed my eyes and took it all in. | tried to enjoy it even though | could 
feel the emotion coming off of Ron as a heat from beside me. It made each minute draw out and pass slowly. 
It didn’t help that a few of the band members were ill, and even though there were times they had to take 
breaks, there was a moment that they needed an extended intermission. The white house lights came up, 


causing me to squint as it was too harsh for my eyes. | turned to Ron 
‘lm going to the ladies’ room. | hope that's okay with you." 


| didn't wait for him to reply. He started to get to his feet so | could pass in front of him, but | didn't look at 
him as | squeezed by. | walked down the incline, holding onto the railing since the wine still made me woozy, and 
took the nearest exit that would put me into the hall. After a few dozen feet, | found a set of doors, one with 
a triangular skirted stick figure on the door and it told me it was for ladies. | slammed my hands onto it, 
letting a little of my tension expel in the movement. | felt calmer as | stood in front of the mirror, washing my 
hands. | reapplied my lipstick and studied my face. | could see the beginning of a hard crease forming in 
between my eyes. | wasn't a kid anymore. | hadn't been a kid in a long time now. These games were ridiculous. | 
should act my age. All this stuff about princes and frogs was silly. I'd come here with Ron. He didn't deserve 
for me to make a fool of myself with James on his dime. It was rude and disrespectful. What was | thinking, 


flirting with James like that? 

"Get it together, girl," | said to myself. 

My attention was caught when the bathroom door opened and two girls came in, both probably ten years 
younger than me, one wearing a fedora hat and a skirt with suspenders. The other had jet black hair and deep, 
brick red lips. They were giggling and huddled with each other. 

"That is him, I'm telling you." 


"No, his hair is short." 


"He must have cut it because | would know that face anywhere." 


They went down into the line of bathroom stalls, still talking. 

"They all cut their hair. Didn't you see Kirk? He looks like Dave Navarro like that, don't you think?" 

| finished touching up my lipstick and put the tube back in my purse. | pushed out of the door, into the hall, 
and there James was, leaning against the opposite wall, his arms linked over his chest. He got straight on his 
feet and came to me. 

| smiled. "You followed me." 

My chin lifted as he grew so close that it was necessary to maintain eye contact. Without a word, James 
suddenly cupped his hands to the sides of my face, his fingers sliding into the hair at the nape of my neck, and 
he kissed me, open mouthed, his breath audible as it sifted through his nose, his tongue rolling into me. | had 
to brace myself by clutching at his t-shirt. | swooned. The power of him was almost enough to lift me off my 
feet. Then with as much exertion as he came at me, he broke from me, all of him, his mouth, his hands 
releasing me. He stood back and stared at me. 

"Wow," | huffed, trying to catch my breath. 

His eyes bounced, looking at one of mine and then the other, searching for my reaction 

"So, which is it?" he asked. 

| blinked, trying to bring the sight of him into focus. "Which?" 

"Prince or frog?" 

| chuckled. "You tell me, princess or frog." 

'| already told you. You're a princess. Always have been, always will be." 

All| could do was stare at him. Was this really happening? Had we really just kissed? 

"Shannon. Which is it?" 

"| don't know-" 

He grabbed me again, exactly as he had before, but the kiss was better, softer, wetter. One of his hands 
traveled down my back, to my hip, where he used it to press me to him. It was like lava seeped out of him 
and into me, such heat, such humming. My whole body woke and pushed towards him, but his kiss grew softer. 


| opened my eyes and found he was already looking at me even though we were still joined at the mouth. | 
blinked and opened again. The blue of his irises hypnotized me. When he finally broke from he, he smiled, his 


whole face lit up with it. 
"Oh yeah," James said. "It's there. | knew something was different this time" 

"Shannon" 

| turned to see Ron standing just a few feet down the hall. He didnt look happy. | looked back at James. 
"| better go” 

As | turned to step, James grabbed hold of my hand. 


"Hey, you don't have to go with him. You don't ever have to do anything you don't want to, not while l'm 


around." 

"| don't want to be rude, and I'm being very rude to Ron. | feel terrible about it” 

"PFFF." James shook his head and looked away, then he said, "Can | call you?" 

"Absolutely." 

"Shannon" Ron again. 

James shot him a look and huffed before looking back at me. "Give me your number-" 
"Shannon" 

| turned to Ron. "I need a minute. I'll return to my seat soon, | promise. | can find my way back" 


His brow furrowed as he looked from me to James and back again. "Never mind. Take your time." And then he 


turned to leave. 
| sighed deeply. | hated this. | hated all of this. | was so tired of hurting people. 


"C'mon" James grabbed my hand and | followed him towards the backstage area, back to the bar we'd had 


drinks at. There was one bartender still there, a few stragglers who'd come in from the intermission. 
"Hey, man, you got a pen?" 


The bartender shook his head. James turned each way, trying to find an alternative. That's when he noticed 


the bassist from the band. He'd come to get a beer and a glass of ice water. 


"Hey, fucker" James said. "I know you got a pen 


The guy, shorter with long, wavy, dark hair with eyes and lashes to match, pulled a sharpie from his 
camouflage pants. Of course he had a pen. He'd used it to scribble something about friends and haircuts on his 
guitar. 

"Good show," | said to him. "I've not heard your music before but it's lovely." 

“Alright, cool." 

"Mike, Shannon. Shannon, Mike," James said as he rolled up his t-shirt sleeve. 

Mike sipped off his drink and nodded his head. He patted James on the back before walking away. 
"Okay, what is it?" 

"Don't you need paper?" | asked. 

"Nah, fuck it. | know | won't lose it this way." 

"You're going to put it on your arm?" 


"Yep. C'mon. What is it?" 


| told it to him slowly as he scrawled each number on the paler skin of his forearm. The ink was dark and 


black. James blew at it, making sure it was dry. 

"You're crazy," | said through a smile. "I can't believe you did that.” 

He brought his eyes to me and then | felt his fingers interlace with mine. "What hotel are you staying at?" 
"The Marriot" 

"One room or two?" 

| knew what he was asking. What would happen if I'd had my own room? Would | invite him back? Would | have 
him.. or would we stay up, laughing, and talking, and telling each other our stories like we used to when we kept 
in touch over the phone? 


Quietly, | said, "One." 


‘lm at the Hilton.. got a room... all by myself." His tongue swiped his lip before he sucked in and let a heavy 
sigh. He watched me, expectantly. 


"| can't." 
"S " 
ure you can. 


The band began playing again, a low, thumping rhythm, and even though we weren't in the auditorium, it was 
loud. | looked over my shoulder to the staircase that would take me back to Ron and looked back at James. | 
leaned into him so | could get my mouth by his ear, my nose by his whiskey scented skin.. just to make sure 


he could hear me. 
"I need to go back now. Will you call me?" 
He lowered his chin, looking into my eyes, his tawny lashes slowly blinking. "I will." 


Then | kissed his cheek, letting my lips linger against him, my hand cupping his chin. As | pulled away and 
turned, | felt his hand slide from my waist to my hip and then drop from me. Immediately, | wanted his touch 
back. | resisted the urge to turn towards him and went back into the auditorium. | was aware of him following 


me all the way until | hit the row that took me to Ron 


There were no words while | sat through the concert. Every so often my eyes would find James if the singer 
would shift in his chair just right. 


"Why's it have to beeee this way? Be this uhh way??? Beeeee this away ay ay? Be this awayyyyy?" 


James was on the other side, tinged blue, sometimes crimson, sometimes white as the gel lights changed. It 
seemed like his eyes watched me too, but the light didn't illuminate his sockets for me to be certain. Ron sat 
to my left, his arms crossed over his chest, his head tilted away from me. | told myself | would get through 
this, as uncomfortable as it was, and then maybe we'd see just what James was.. prince or frog. 


Come Undone 


Author's Notes: 
Dave is a real peach in his chapter. | have the feeling there will be more conversations with James just like 


this. LOL 


James. 

Me and Lars left the Harvey Theatre coming close to one AM. Even though the performance ended hours ago, 
the place hadn't died down any. The basement bar was still full of people, mostly hangers on, groupies, a lot of 
crazy fuckers trying to get a word in They circled us even as we made our way onto the sidewalk to climb 
into a taxi, trying to leave. We'd barely cut away from the curb when Lars started with his bullshit. 


"Fock, if we don't have to start this shit all over again" 


I'd turned from looking out the window to catch his face, streaked yellow from the passing overhead street 


lights, as he glared at me. There were words | had for him.. mainly ‘Fuck OFF.. but instead | turned away. 
"As soon as | saw the focking blonde hair... | just thought oh fffffock." 


He shifted in his seat, knocking his knee into mine. | didn't move an inch. | didn't let him take any space from 


me. In fact, | knocked my knee harder into his leg. He went on, unphased 

"Tell me you are going to focking wash that shit off your arm and forget about it! 

| inhaled deeply and let the exhale take some of his potential ass beating out of my chest, releasing it like 
fumes into the air around us. | knew if | opened my mouth... even turned to look at him again.. it would be no 
good. 

"James." 

| kept my face turned towards the window. 

"James" 

My elbow poked into the car door's armrest. My hand clenched in a fist. 


"Are you focking listening to me?" 


| turned to him, my brow raised. | let him see in my glare that he was stepping over bounds. | knew what he 


thought of Shannon, what he thought of me and Shannon, and my look told him if he wanted to keep his face 
the way it was, he better drop it. 


"Every time you see her, you do this. When will you focking learn? She's always going to be with someone else. 
She always IS with someone else. Ron says-" 


"Ron doesn't know shit, and neither do you. Now mind your own fucking business-" 


"Dude. This is my business. l'll have to deal with your emotional shit storm for the next six months when she 
gives you the slip again. I'm so focking tired of this-" 


"Drop it" 
"You have no focking sense when it comes to her-" 
My teeth gritted | growled, "I said drop it" 


Lars stopped running his mouth but | could hear his agitated breathing as he turned to the window. | was so 
fucking annoyed by him, even just the sound of him, that | tapped the cab driver's headrest. 


"Hey, turn the radio up, will you?" 


The driver was featureless, a blob of shadow blocking out the dashboard's red and blue lights. The black line of 
his arm reached and turned the knob. 


İt can happen any moment... without reason or rhyme... 

Lars sighed exasperatedly. "Focking great. Ahhh, focking country music.’ 

It might be right around the corner.. or it will come up trom behind... 

"Hey, man, turn that shit off" 

| leaned forward, bringing my mouth close to the shadow in front of me. "Don't mind him, he's a dick." 

A picture that | thought would fade.. | still clearly seeeeeee. 

"Focking A, | will give you a hundred focking bucks if you will change the focking station 

| pushed my back into the seat, extended a leq so my hand would fit into my front pocket, and pulled out a 


wad of bills. | wasn't sure how much it was but | knew it was more than a hundred. | tapped the driver's 


shoulder with it. 


"Don't listen to him, brother. In fact, turn it up." 


İt can happen on a Sunday drive... The sky above a shade of blue... Headed down some lonesome highway... Then 


you come into view... 
"God, this focking sucks!" 


| turned, smiling at Lars, tapping my boot on the floorboard, nodding my chin He huffed and turned his face to 
the window. 


Mile after mile goes by... But youre all | see... When the thought of you.. Catches up with me. 


"Hey, man. | dig this," | said, tilting my chin up to catch a look of the driver's eyes in the rearview mirror. 


"Who is it?" 
"David Ball.” 
"Huh. Never heard of him. Cool song." 


"No. It sucks like the rest of that focking Billy Bob shit. I'd rather stick a fire poker into my ear drums than 
listen to this shit." 


We got to the hotel before the song finished. Lars flung the passenger door open so hard the metal whined 


and came back at me as | stepped out after him. | leaned into the car's passenger window. 

"How much do | owe you?" 

"Its cool, man" 

"You sure?" 

The driver turned out to be a heavy set guy, bald, with a mustache and beard that looked like mine. He leaned 
forward, hit the ejection button on the stereo, and when the CD spit out, he put it in its jewel case and handed 
it To me. 

"Here. | can get another one." 

"Cool. Thanks a lot, brother." 

| tapped the jewel case against my hand as | came into the hotel lobby. Lars was already at the elevators, 
pushing the up button in quick stabs, when | got there. | stood over him, looking down my nose at him, and he 


glared from beneath his brow briefly before the doors pulled back, and we stepped inside. He punched the 
three. 


"I'm on seven" 


Lars stared at the rows and rows of numbered circles on the control panel, clapping his jaws on a piece of 
gum, narrowing his eyes at it like he had to concentrate. He leaned and pushed the seven for me just as the 
elevator came to a rest on his floor. As he walked out, his hand slammed the control panel, lighting up half of 
the lights, most of them for the floors in between his and mine, meaning I'd stop at every god damn one of 


them. That little fucker. He turned and smiled. | shot the finger at him while the doors closed. 


When | finally got to my room, | kicked off my boots and yanked the t-shirt over my head. Shannon's phone 
number was still black and bold along my forearm. | went to the nightstand beside the bed and found a pen in 
the drawer. | took the CD and opened the jewel case. Along the inner liner, | copied her number down. No need 
to write her name. | would know by the music who it was. Of course there was no fucking player in the room, 
and | never thought to bring one with me. It was a bit of a torture that the melody and part of the lyrics 
were still playing out in my brain. | wanted to hear it again, especially without Lars’ bitching and complaining. | 


stretched out on the bed and closed my eyes, recalling what | could. 
A picture that | thought would fade.. | still clearly see... 


| tried to sleep, but | wasn't sleepy. My brain was in overdrive. | couldn't stop thinking about her. She was so 
different this time. She might've had too much to drink, | guess. But the way her green eyes danced, her smile. 
Shannon was always beautiful to me, but the way she looked tonight.. the way she looked at me tonight... She'd 
never looked at me that way before, and I'd waited half my life for her to look at me like that. 


"Look at that face." 


| was busy, thumbing my way through a stack of albums behind the "A" tab, trying to see if Tower Records 
had the new Angel Witch album, when Dave slithered up next to me. 


"She is so fucking fine," he said, his voice still hoarse and raspy from all his screaming during our show last 
night at The Stone. "Her tits." He turned to look at me, a dirty smile spreading over his face. "Better than any 
shit you whack off to in Playboy-" 


"Shut up," | mumbled, glancing briefly at Shannon as she looked at the new Police album that she'd lowered 
from a display off the far wall, across the length of the record store, and looked back at Dave. "| don't wanna 


hear this shit." 


He leaned over my shoulder, bringing his mouth to my ear. He whispered, "Ever eat a pussy that tastes like 


butter?" 


"Dude. Stop." 


"She's so fucking clean.. smells so good.. well, until | jizz off in her anyway." Then he broke into a laugh. 

| sighed and shook my head. For some reason, Dave found such gleeful satisfaction in telling me about his 
girlfriend. | hated it, and yet, | wanted to know more. Even more of a mystery that it was that Dave enjoyed 
gloating about his fucking, | craved hearing about it. Maybe because I'd had a thing for Shannon since I'd seen 
her in the storage unit/practice space that first day. I'd had a brief twinge of hope that Lars had brought her 
there for me. It lasted all of two minutes until Dave walked in, and | could see the way she looked at him. Her 
green eyes widening, her pupils so big. | knew | didn't have a fucking chance. Hell, no one had a chance with 
anything if Dave was involved. He was the kind of person who, in an instant, could either make you or destroy 
you as he saw fit, either by his sheer drive and talent, or his determination to be a complete and utter 
asshole. | knew, whatever would happen, he would make sure | had no chance with her, even as he pestered her 
and called her ‘Shannie the Cocktease', she was already lost. She was already his. 

"She makes the cutest little whine when | stick my dick in-" 


"Come on, man. | don't want to hear it" This was a partial truth. 


"You know you're going to whack off later, thinking about it" Of course, he was right, | would. "By the time l'm 
done with her that pussy's going to look like a worn out old catcher's mit." 


That part, that... fuck, if | didn't think he'd beat my ass over it, I'd clock him in the god damn face. 

| looked at him, scowling. "Why would you say that, man? Have some fucking respect.” 

Still smiling, Dave nodded. "Oh, | respect her. | respect the way she makes my dick feel." 

| sighed and shook my head. | decided that I'd move over to the M's, away from Dave. Maybe they had a 
Motorhead album | didn't already have, but with my fucking luck, | only had about two minutes of peace before 
he was next to me again. He nudged me with his elbow. 

"Hey, man," he whispered, "Slip this in your jacket 

| looked down. He had a cassette tape, ‘Rio’, hiding it between his hips and the record display stand. 

"Duran Duran? Fuck off" 

"C'mon" he said, his voice still low, "Shannie likes it. Her favorite song right now is ‘Hungry Like the Wolf." 


"Put it down your pants. I'm not stealing for you." 


| can't. My jeans are too tight.. besides, it's not for me, it's for Shannie. Come on, you want to see her happy 


don't you?" 


| did, and.. god dammit, | hated that he knew it. How did he know such things? How much of a fucking open book 


was |? 


"Think of her smile..." Then he snorted a laugh. "She gets so excited when it comes on the radio. She does this 


little dance-" 


| grabbed it and shoved it into my jacket where the pocket was sewn in on the back side. | turned and looked at 
Shannon over my shoulder. She was talking to Amanda, Lars’ girlfriend. They were laughing about something, 
and her face was all lit up. | wondered if Dave could read the longing in my eyes. He patted me on the back 


"That's my boy. | knew you'd come through for me." 

She was beside me, later, as we all walked out to the parking lot. | could smell her, sweet, like pie or cookies. 
She was still talking with Amanda. As she laughed, her arm bumped into mine and | turned to look at her. She 
placed her hand on me. 

"Oh gosh, James, | didn't see you there." 

| looked down. "It's alright.” 

When she walked ahead of me, | brought my eyes back up, and that's when Dave surprised me from behind. 
Somehow he'd gotten a hold of an empty Tower Records sack and yanked the cassette out from my jacket and 
threw it in there. | watched him walk up to her. He draped his arm over her shoulder and let the bag dangle 
from his fist in front of her. 

"Here, baby, | got you something." 

| stopped to watch her pull the tape from the bag, to watch her face light up... 

‘Oh Dave!" She threw her arms around his neck and planted a kiss on his cheek. "Duran Duran is my favorite-" 


"I know," he said. "They suck, but | bought it for ya because | know you like it.. even though it sucks shit" 


Cliff was leaning against Lars' VW bus. He tossed a cigarette butt, pinched between his thumb and forefinger 
to the ground as he exhaled a stream of smoke. "Bassist is pretty good-" 


"No,it all fucking sucks," Dave said. He had Shannon by the hand and he turned to smile at her. "I'm setting 


myself up to listen to that god awful mess, over and over, because you're special, you know? | want you to be 


happy." 


She went into his arms ard laid her head on his shoulder. "I love you," she said quietly, and | felt it hit my 


chest like a cannonball. 


He was wrong about Shannon. It wasn't ‘Hungry Like the Wolf. It was ‘Save a Prayer’, and it was six months 
later | sat in her apartment living room, watching her clutch a pillow to her chest as she cried, listening to it. 
It all came to me as | sat in the Marriott's lobby the next morning. I'd gotten there right after the sun came 


up. Over the intercom was Duran Duran again. ‘Come Undone' 
Who do you need? Who do you love? 
Cliff was right about the bassist. 


My leg was crossed, my right ankle resting on my left knee. | picked at the buckle of my motorcycle boot, the 
frayed denim threads of my jean hems. 


“Checking out?" 
"Yes." 


| looked up to find Ron at the counter. He handed the attendant his credit card as Shannon approached beside 
him. She had a wheeled suitcase clutched in her fist, trailing it behind her. She wasn't smiling. She had on Levi's 
and a red and blue plaid flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up above her elbows. The top of her hair was 
pulled back behind her head fastened in a braid. It reminded me a little of the country girl I'd seen her as over 
the past ten or so years. | just watched her, wondering what she was thinking. She sighed heavily and turned 
to look out the windows but she found me. | brought my finger to my mouth. | didn't need to say or do 
anything. | just wanted to watch her. She stood there silently, like | indicated, and we took each other in. The 
clerk was slow getting the charges settled, there being something wrong with Ron's business card. The whole 
time, Shannon leaned against the counter, a subtle smile upturning her lip, her eyes peaceful and batting slowly. 
When they were finally done, Ron picked up his bags and she followed him out to the sidewalk. | watched from 
the window, her watching me as | got to a stand as the driver put her suitcase in the trunk, and then they 


drove away. It was enough.. for a while, or, it would have to do, anyway. 

| waited until | got back to LA, almost a week later, before | called her. | wasn't trying to be an ass or anything 
but | also didn't want to come across too eager. Besides, she had shit with Ron to deal with, with her son, with 
Dave. She didn't need me, panting and pawing at her, trying to complicate her life more. No, | decided | would 
wait and give her time to breathe. It was past ten o'clock, a Sunday night, when she answered the phore. 
"Hello?" 

"Hey, Mama." 


She was silent for a minute, then her voice came, quiet. "I was beginning to think you weren't going to call. 


"| wanted to wait until | was home." 


"Why?" 


"If | called you while | was traveling, I'd probably have a notion to get on a plane to Arizona, and | don't think 


you want that 
"You're right, | don't” 
re 

‘Nope 


There was more silence while | wondered if I'd fucked up by waiting too long, and then she said, "I might've 


made a mistake." 

"About what?" 

"We're friends, you know?" 

"Yeah. We are. We always will be." 
"| don't want to ruin that." 


| huffed once, a chuckle, sort of, incredulous. Of course this shit was happening to me. I'd always be just her 
friend, just like Lars warned me. | hated when that little fucker was right.. especially now. 


"So | guess Ron got over watching us kiss in the hallway." 
"No. He's not over it" She sighed. "Him and l.. that's over." 


I'm glad you dumped that frog." She was quiet for a while. Then | asked, "So, | guess you decided l'm a frog 
too, huh?" 


"No. You're a prince." 

"Then why can't | come see you?" cnn "Shannon?" 
| don't know what good can come of this." 

"What do you mean?" 

"My life is complicated-" 


"Yes, it always has been. There has never been anything easy about you, not one single fucking thing.’ 


"See? You don't want to mess with that-" 


"Come on Quit making excuses. Do you fucking want me or not?" When she didn't say anything, | calmed down 


and replied, "Look Just be straight with me. If you don't feel that way about me, then just say it" 
"| just hurt a lot of people lately and | don't want to hurt you." 

"You didn't answer the question" 

"What was the question?" 

| scoffed and shook my head. Calmly, | asked, "Do you want me? Yes or no?" 


And then quietly, she answered, "Yes." 


Smog 


Author's Notes: 
So,l've just now realized that James is the only one who kept any promises... 


Shannie. 1983. 

It was a Saturday, early. The sun had risen but the cloud cover was hazy and everything looked gray. There 
had been a warning about excessive smog according to the radio, and it was advised that young children, the 
elderly, and those pregnant should stay inside. | sat on the couch, staring at the front door, my hand on my 
belly. It was kicking again. The force of it was great enough that | could see the bounce of it from beneath my 
shirt, from beneath my skin 

~Tap~tap~ 

A soft, subtle tink, metallic, came from the entry way. | rose and with a pounding in my heart, | opened the 
door to find James. He was tucking his keys into his front jean pocket and the wind was pushing his dish water 
curls away in a diagonal part at the side of his head. 


"Hey." 


| stepped back so he could come in. My bag was close and | started to trip over it, but as soon as my torso 
tilted back, his hand clasped my forearm. 


"Whoa, watch it." 


The rush of adrenaline clutched in my chest, tightening the ball of anxiety that had already been there, and | 
had to force out a deep breath just to regain myself. 


James' brow lowered as he peered at me. "You alright?" 


Concern painted his eyes, which seemed more gray than blue that day, just like everything else, but he'd had 


that same look for weeks now. 
"l'm okay" | nodded, trying to reassure him, even producing a bit of a smile to further persuade him. 
"| see you're packed. Just the one bag?" 


"Cant really take much else on the bus." 


He leaned down to grab the duffle's strap. "No, | guess not" As he slipped it on his shoulder, he asked, "Are 
you ready?" 


| wanted to say no, that | wasn't ready.. to leave my apartment, my friends, the hope of reconciliation with my 
father, the ever fading possibility of Dave's return.. but I'd finally fallen into desperation. All my savings were 
gone, my car; my pregnancy had come with extreme bouts of nausea that caused me to miss the last part of 
my classes to get my beautician's license. | had no way to make money to pay rent or to feed myself. My 
friends had covered me for as long as they could, and this was the last effort that could be made for me. 
‘Ive got the money," he said. "We'll get your ticket once we get to the station” 

Quietly, | answered, "Okay." 


We stepped onto the front landing and James began down the stairs. | had to take it slow and he was already in 
the parking lot, tossing my bag into the bed of his Chevy truck before | was down. 


Wheels were the first thing he bought when he returned from New York. It was a 60's model, old enough that 
the white paint had no gloss to it and looked like chalk. There was a red pin stripe down the side of it but it 


was worn off in some spots. The hubcaps were gone and the tire rims were rust colored. 


"Making it okay, Mama?" James asked as he pulled the passenger door back, eyeing me over his shoulder. After 


| could no longer hide my condition, he'd nicknamed me. Mama. | wasn't sure how | felt about it. 
‘lm getting there." 

"Still feeling sick?" 

‘Its not so bad today." 


That was a lie. It was worse, probably because | was nervous, but | knew James was worried about me enough 


already, and what good would it do to tell him how | really felt? None. 

"| don't know, you look kinda green-" 

"No, I'm fine, really." 

As | came around him, his hand embraced me at the small of my back. Carefully, he eased me up into the 
seat. With a screech, the door shut and he bound in front of the truck's nose, his chin tilted down as he 
fished the keys from his pocket. When he climbed into the driver's side, the weight of him shook the cab a bit 
and the movement of my body and my vision seemed out of sync. One happened independently of each other 
like a badly dubbed karate movie. | gulped a swallow, trying to push the nausea down. 


"| got you a gatorade." 


He pulled the bottle from underneath his seat and twisted the orange plastic cap off with his fist. | guess he'd 
been around me enough to remember that this was the only thing that seemed to calm my stomach lately, 
that and saltine crackers. As | took the gatorade from him, he leaned down again and came back up with a 


sleeve of them. When he turned to me, he smiled. | tried to return it but instead my eyes welled. 
"You're so thoughtful," | said quietly, taking the crackers. "You're always doing such nice things for me." 


He sniffed and lowered his gaze. Then he placed one hand on the steering wheel while the other turned the 
ignition over. The engine choked a bit and then as he gassed it, it began to roar. 

We rode in silence. Since it was early and it wasn't a work day, the traffic was sparse. The truck's radio didn't 
have a cassette player, so James searched for a music station Suddenly, | recognized the hypnotic rhythm of 
the drums, the haunting voice of the singer for one of Dave's favorite bands; | didn't know the band's name. 


James twisted the volume knob louder. 
Aly... on your way.. lke an eagle 


James brought his arm up to rest along the top of the back of the bench seat. His fingers tapped my 
shoulder, comfortingly. 


Fly so high.. touch the sun 


| turned to watch the last of El Cerrito pass by me. We were entering San Francisco and the highway was 
becoming busier. Newer cars passed us, some of them swerving in front of us abruptly, as if to say, ‘Screw 


you for going so slow’. 

On your way.. like an eagle... 

We pulled into the parking lot of the Greyhound station and my heart began pounding. There were only a few 
vehicles there. | could see a bum asleep on a flattened cardboard box by the front door. James pushed the 
stick shift into P-park and then his arm came back to rest behind me. Neither one of us spoke or moved to 
exit the truck. 

After a few moments, he said, "You don't have to go if you don't want to." 

"Yes, | do." 

His tongue swiped at his bottom lip and he turned to look at me. One ashen curl hung low against the bridge of 
his nose and he shook his chin to propel it from his eyes. When that didn't work, he pushed it with the flat of 
his hand. 


"| bet we can figure something out" 


"No." | shook my head. "I can't let everyone keep me, James. Yiall've done so much already. I'll be even more of 


a drain when there's a baby." 
He looked down and sighed. "Maybe | could.. maybe you and me-" 
"No." | patted his knee. There was a hole in his jeans so my hand met with frayed denim and then a shock as it 


hit the warm skin of his knee. | quickly pulled my hand back "Thank you, but.. you can't keep making sacrifices 


for me." 


| uhh..." He huffed and shook his head. His eyes lowered and after a moment, he added, "That's what friends 


are for, you know." 


"And you've been an amazing one to me, James. | couldn't ask for a better friend than you. In fact, you're my 


best friend, you know?" 

With his chin still lowered, his eyes peered up at me from beneath his brow. "Am |?" 
"Yeah" 

His eyes looked away and he nodded. 

"If its a boy, I'm gonna name him after you" 

His eyes came back to me. "Yeah?" 

"Yeah" 

He huffed a silent chuckle and a smile broadened his face. "That'd be cool’ 


His smile eased away but his eyes stayed on me. His lips parted like he was going to say something, but no 


words came. He lowered his eyes. 
"We should probably go in," | said quietly. 
Then James looked back at me and nodded. 


| walked ahead of him through the parking lot, which was odd because my steps were slow. I'd gotten big 
enough that I'd started to waddle. | could hear him behind me, the clink of his metal jacket zippers, his keys. | 
looked over my shoulder at him and his eyes, they held such sadness. | felt that his face was the perfect 


expression of how | felt in my heart. His voice, it held such emotion too. 


"You alright, Mama?" 


| nodded and then turned to start walking again. As | got to the bus station's front door, James cut in front of 
me as a barrier against the homeless man lying on the cardboard box at the entrance. He pulled the door back 
and | went inside. | waited for him to pass me so | could follow his lead. | knew he was familiar with how bus 
stations operate. He'd told me of all the times he'd traveled from LA to San Francisco and how he even made a 
trip to Nevada to visit his dad. Of course my trip would be much longer, but it was only time. Everything 
should work the same way. 

| stood behind him as he approached the counter. 

"How much is a ticket to San Antonio?" he asked, digging his hand down in his front jean pocket. 


When his fist came up, there was a wad of bills in it. 


The clerk was a middle-aged woman, probably fifty, with glasses and gray roots growing out of a bad bleach 
job. She gently smiled. "Seventy-two-eighty-five, darlin" 


James’ eyes widened. "Seventy-two?" He looked over his shoulder at me. 

"Oh my god, | didn't know it'd be so much-" 

"No, | got it," he said Then he turned back to the clerk. "Is that one way?" 

She nodded. 

"Okay, two tickets-" 

"James?" | moved up next to him and laid my hand on his arm. The leather of his jacket was cold. "Why two?" 
Without looking at me, he started yanking each dollar from the wad of bills and laying them flat. 
| know you're scared. I'll get you to Texas-" 

"No." 

"Yeah, | got one- seventy-" 

"But that's not enough to get you back" 

"lll hitchhike, it's no big deal." 

"Yes it is. That's how people get chopped into little pieces. You can't do that." 


He turned to me, lowering his head to get his face close to mine. His eyes were widened and a loose curl hung 


down next to his nose. "I don't want you to be scared" 


"l'Il be alright. You know I'll be okay. We've talked about this. You told me-" 
"But I'll feel better if | take you there myself” 
| shook my head. "No. Just the one ticket. You need that money, you know you do." 


James grabbed my arm and led me away from the ticket counter, close to the windows that overlooked the 


parked buses. 

"Its Dave's, alright? | took this money off Dave. Its yours anyway" 

"What are you talking about?" 

"He got this money for screwing you, don't you know that?" 

My eyes widened. "What?!" 

Jarnes' lips pursed and his eyes narrowed as he looked away. He shook his head 


"What the hell are you talking about?" When he wouldn't reply, | stepped closer, right underneath him so if he 
looked down he would find me. "James? Tell me." | yanked the lapel of his jacket. "Tell me." 


"He took a bet with some guy at the club, Tim, | think, | don't know-" 
"Tim? What kind of bet?" 


"That guy never thought you'd have sex with Dave. He bet him three hundred bucks that he couldn't do it, and 
| guess it worked out for him, didn't it?" 


| brought my hands up to cover my face. | felt so ashamed. "Oh my god" 


"So, its your money. This is what's left of it after Dave spent most of it on Jameson and Old Grand Dad. I've 


been holding on to it, in case | could get you to stay, in case of an emergency, but you're so determined to 


fe 
"Oh my god" | broke down crying. 

"Shit," he mumbled. "No, come on, Shannon, no, don't, don't start crying, Fuck’ 

He patted my back, up at my shoulder blade, and then he pulled me into him. My nose pushed against his +- 


shirt, so worn thin that it could have been a sheet of paper, soft, but so very thin. The lapels of his leather 
jacket surrounded me. | could smell his skin, the cigarettes, Old Spice, the tangyness of a long ago spilled beer. 


"Why would he do that to me?" 

"Because he's an asshole, like | told you. He only thinks of himself-" 

"| hate him." | looked up into James’ face, his lowered brow. "Don't ever tell him about me, promise." 

He sucked in an uncertain breath, his narrowed eyes squinting. "But, his kid-" 

"No. | don't want Dave to know. | want him to forget about me. | don't want any happy memory we shared to 
ever cross his mind." | huffed, choking back a sob. "Promise me, no matter what, you won't ever tell him; 
make Lars promise too." 

"Shannon?" 

"Please. If you care about me, you'll promise." 

"Okay. | promise." 

He grimaced and then his lips parted. | stared at him, waiting for him to finish his thought, but the rest of it 
never left his mouth. | yanked myself from him and walked back to the counter, wiped my eyes, and stared at 
the clerk, waiting for James to come up alongside me. 


When | felt his nearness, | said, "One ticket, one way, to San Antonio." 


James paid the fare and | got my ticket. As we sat in the terminal, waiting for the bus to board, he folded up 
the bills neatly and handed them to me. 


| bet he bragged about it, didn't he?" 
James nodded, keeping his eyes averted. He worked his jaw, an indication to me that he still felt anger over it. 
"Why couldn't he have been like you?" | asked. 


James brought his gaze to me. His brow furrowed but not in anger; they tipped outward like a puppy's. He 


shook his head in small, quick movements. "Because he's not me." 

"You're right, he definitely isn't" 

We sat side by side. James rested his hand on his knee as it bounced up in down, jittering. The intercom played 
music but his movement wasn't to the beat, it was much faster. Every so often he sifted his fingers into his 


hair at the side of his face, fluffing it like a curtain he hid behind. 


"Bus 386 to San Antonio now boarding. Bus 386." 


| didn't move. | blinked and a tear trickled down my cheek. Next to me, | heard James sniff and brush a finger 


underneath his nose. When | got to my feet his head lifted to follow me. | reached for my bag. 
"IIl get it” He took hold of the straps from me. "I'll carry it on the bus for you." 


It felt surreal, walking onto the tarmac, placing my foot on the first metal step in the bus' stairwell. As | came 
up on the landing, James’ steps echoed behind me. 


"lm just bringing her stuff onto the bus for her. | don't have a ticket," he said behind me. | made it back a 
few rows of seats before | heard him call for me. "Shannon Sit close to the front." When | turned, he was 
talking to the driver. "She's never ridden a bus this far before and she's scared. Will you watch out for her?" 
"Sure." 

| drew close to him as he pushed my bag underneath the bench of the first seat. James stepped back so | 
could sit, but instead | hugged him. | felt his face pressed to the side of my head, saw the wavy threads of 
his hair dangle in front of my eyes. 

"You'll write me, yeah?" 

| nodded. 

"You got my address-" 

"Yes." 

‘lm... m gonna miss you." 

| choked back a sob and nodded, afraid to speak. 

"You'll be alright" It was his voice breaking now. "We'll see each other again, | know it, okay?" 

| pulled back from him and looked up in time to see his fist push a glimmer off his cheek. He looked down and 
nodded. Then he turned, shook the driver's hand, and took the steps off the bus. | watched him through the 
window, crossing the tarmac, the wind pushing his hair behind him. He never turned. He disappeared back into 
the bus station. Some fifteen minutes later, the bus finally set into motion. It turned out onto the street and 


passed the front parking lot. | could see his form, a darkness in the truck's driver's seat. It was then | realized 


| never thanked him for all he'd done for me. He never once asked for anything in return 


A Good Place to Start 
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James. 


| set my alarm for 10:00 AM. It was pretty damn early, and | had little hope that | would actually get out of 
the bed without hitting the snooze a hundred times, but sometimes you surprise yourself. Even though | was 
used to sleeping until almost 2:00 PM, | opened my eyes, realized my bedroom was full of sunlight, and decided, 
hell, get my ass up and get going. It turned out | got on the road before Il:00, which should put me in 
Scottsdale around 6:30, close to 7:00. | surprised myself again when | saw the "Welcome to Scottsdale" sign and 
then looked at the dash and saw the clock read 615. It had been a straight shot down I-10, and luckily traffic 


hadn't been any worse than normal. 
"Fuck." 


| missed the exit and had to loop the underpass to backtrack, but eventually | found the Old Prospect 
Condominiums. | had the number written down on a piece of paper but I'd jotted down some lyrics that came to 
me while | was driving, and since I'd used the steering wheel for a desk, I'd accidentally written over part of it. 
493° 498? | couldn't make it out. | thought, hey, I'll go to the community mailbox and see if her last name is 
on a placard; that should tell me which one. There were a few people standing around, and | didn't want to look 
like a creep or anything, so | stood back until they got out of the way. | ran my fingers over the metal boxes, 
looking for Wheeler... 


"James?" 
| turned and there she was. 
| chuckled and smiled. "I fucked up my paper. | don't have your condo number." 


"Oh" She stepped close, put her back to me, like fo me, and | mean her ass slid up against my hips when she 


did it, and stuck her key in the mailbox. "Its 493." 
"| guess so." 


Shannon turned, putting herself right under my nose. "I just pulled into the parking lot. You have perfect 
timing." 


"I wish | could come up with some crack about timing and rhythm and being good in bed or something but it's 


not coming to me-" 

She chuckled. "You shouldn't force it" 

"Oh, there's no fun in that." 

She began walking towards her building and | followed behind her, my hands tucked down in my front pockets. It 
was sort of a safety, precautionary measure. She was wearing a pair of Levi's which | was beginning to think 
were her permanent replacement to the Wrangler's I'd gotten used to seeing her in, and even though the Levi's 
weren't tight, they looked right, like, just gave a hint to the shape of her ass, and a belt had them cinched at 
her waist. She definitely had curves, and of course | liked it. My hands in my pockets would keep me from 
forgetting my manners and grabbing her. ltd been awhile since I'd been around a woman | had to tread lightly 
with. My years of success had brought women to me easily and I'd gotten used to doing what | wanted, as | 
pleased. 

| stood close to her as she unlocked the door. Her keys jingled as we walked into her place, dark in the foyer, 
she got ahead of me and then the bright white of the overhead kitchen light snapped on. She tossed her purse 
onto the counter. 

| hope you're hungry.” She looked at me over her shoulder, smiling. 

| smiled back. "I am." 


"Good" 


She pulled out some pots and pans, some groceries. She lifted to her tip-toes to grab a bottle of wine from a 


rack over the refrigerator. From the cupboard, she retrieved a couple of glasses. 
"Wine?" 

"Uhh, not really into wine. Got beer?" 

She craned her neck to see me behind her again, "Oh, damn. No, | don't" 

Its alright. | saw a store on the corner. I'll be right back." 

"Are you sure?" 

"Yeah, it's no big deal. Can | get you anything?" 


"They don't have my favorite beer in Arizona, so | just drink wine these days. It's better for my figure 


anyway-" 


"There's nothing wrong with your figure, Mama." 
"Ha, that's because | don't drink beer." 


She smiled, and it chain-reacted one in me too. | stepped up close to her and used my forefinger to move a 


clump of hair that was starting to crowd her eye. "I don't think you properly greeted me earlier.” 
"| didn't?" 

My chin jutted and | shook my head. "Nope." 

"What kind of greeting were you expecting?" 


My fingers threaded into the hair behind her ear and combed down the length of it until my hand found the 


back of her neck. As my lips neared hers, low, | said, "This." 


And | kissed her, but not like the clumsy, tentative kiss | gave her at the Harvey. There was no rush in this 
one, no urgency. | kept it all lips, only slipping the tip of my tongue between hers briefly, shallowly- 


"Don't." She broke apart from me, but just barely, her mouth was still close, her eyes closed. 
"Don't?" 
‘I'd like to get this dinner cooked and eaten before you set off fires in me, okay?" 


| chuckled. "Set off fires?" 


Her eyes looked up, wide, pupils dark, as | lifted to my normal height. "Yeah." Her lashes lowered and she turned 
from me, returning her attention to putting dinner together. 


"| guess we'll just let it smolder a bit" 

Her head was down as she began chopping onion. "Smoldering is good." 
| chuckled, moving towards the door. "Alright. I'll be back in a sec." 
"James?" 

| turned to look at her. 

"493" 


"Okay." 


"Wouldn't want you to show up on someone else's doorstep.” 

"Don' worry, | won't." 

By the time | got back from the liquor store, Shannon had the kitchen all squared away. The only indication | 
had that dinner was in the works was the hovering smell of chili and cumin. | placed a couple of paper sacks on 
the counter. 


"Smells like Mexican" 


She set a plate down in front of her and then leaned over the table to put one on the other side. "Enchiladas. | 
hope that's alright.” 


'Itll go perfect with this." | pulled a bottle of tequila from one of the sacs. 

‘Oh boy. 

"Got some limes to go with it. You ready?" 

"| better stick with wine." 

"Hey. We're having fun here. We're celebrating.” 

"What are we celebrating?" 

"My graduation from frog to prince.” 

As Shannon finished setting the table, | cut a lime into wedges. She passed by me to check the enchiladas in 
the oven and then took a whiskey jigger from the cupboard beside the refrigerator. She set it down next to 
me. 

"Here you go, party animal." 


| yanked my head back, tossing the tequila down my throat, chasing it with a squeeze of lime and then a sip of 
Del Sol. 


"You're not going to get crazy on me, are you?" 
She stood beside me and | turned my face to her. "Just wanna relax a bit. Kinda nervous." 


She rested her elbow on the counter, her chin in her hand, eyes looking up at me. "You're nervous?" 


| nodded 
"lam too." 

"You dont have anything to be nervous about, Mama’ 
"| do, just as much as you do. 


"I want this to work" | broke our stare to twist the cap on to the tequila. | snorted. "There. That's why | suck 
at poker. | already showed you my hand." 


"Looks like a royal flush to me." 
| chuckled and lifted an eyebrow. "You think so?" 


She nodded. | leaned towards her, just about to get another taste of her lips when the oven timer pinged off. 
She pulled back, smiling. "Sounds like it's time to eat" 


Dinner was good, probably the first real home-cooked meal I'd had in years. Shannie took all the dishes off the 
table and began running water, starting to clean up. | followed her into the kitchen and noticed that alongside 
the wine rack over the fridge was a radio. | was curious to know what kind of music it would be tuned to. 
"Still listen to country, huh?" 

As she scrubbed a plate, she glanced at me over her shoulder. "Mostly, yeah." 

"Not a metal fan, huh?" 

Her brow rose playfully and she lifted her hand, covered with suds, and gave me the devil horns. 


"Oooo, look at you." | laughed. 


| drank another beer, watching her. | noticed she seemed to sway a bit with the melody when we weren't 


talking, 

"We should go dancing." 

Her eyes widened. "What kind of dancing?" 

"Well, shit.. boot scootin, or whatever you call it" 


"What? You don't know how to dance-" 


"The hell | dont" 
"| don't believe you." 
"I do. My mom taught me when | was twelve, told me itd help me get girls. She lied” 


Shannon laughed and placed a clean plate into the drying rack. "James, your problem was that you were just so 


terribly shy" 

"Yeah, and ugly: 

"You're not ugly, and you know it" 

"Im ugly and that's indisputable.” 

"The parade of women that im sure you've had is proof" 


"No it's not. | don't come across women who want me for my looks and personality. Fame and money is the 
best KY jelly I've ever known." 


She looked at me over her shoulder again, her eyes wide. "James. There are people who like you for what's 


inside.. love you, for what's inside-" 

"What's different about me now?" | asked, but realized, | knew what | was accusing her of, and | didn't want to 
accuse her of anything. | actually didn't care what brought her to me now; | was just happy as hell she was 
finally giving me a chance. 

"You seem more mature, | guess." 

| took a swig off my beer, contemplating another shot of tequila. 

"| won't lie. I'm much more attracted to you with your hair cut. I'm not a fan of long hair on men" 


"What about Dave? You're attracted to him, right?" 


She shrugged. "I think that was me believing | did because | wanted to have my family, wrapped up all nice and 


neat. | don't know why; the ‘nice, neat version’ of family | grew up with was awful." 
"He didn't turn you on?" 
"Why are we talking about Dave?" 


| chuckled lightly. "lm just curious. | could never figure out what it was between you two, what you saw in 


him. 
"| saw me in him. That's what it was, but he killed that, just like the others-" 
"You never told me why you cancelled the wedding." 

‘| really don't want to talk about it” 

"Did he cheat on you?" 


Her gaze fell from my face and she put her back to me. She rinsed a plate off and set it in the rack beside 
the sink. 


Quietly, | said, "| guess that's it.” 
"Pleases don't ask me about Dave." 


| took another draw off my beer, killed it and dropped it in her trash can. | used the loop on her cork screw to 
pop the top off another one. "I was hoping I'd see DJ. Is he going to be around?" 


"Probably not. He's really into his dad right now." 

"Well, when you haven't had one, it's hard to know what a good one is-" 

"Dave is a good dad" 

"Now, maybe, but you did the right thing, keeping him away." 

Her eyes found me again. "Did |?" 

| nodded. "There were a couple of times | thought to tell him about what happened to you. He even asked me 
once, and | blurted it out, but he was so fucked up he could barely keep his eyes open; | knew he wouldn't 
remember." | took another swig of Del Sol and sniffed. "Lars.. he was tough. We got into a couple of fights 
about it. He was determined." 

"He wanted to tell him?" 

"Yeah, | had to punch him a couple of times to set him straight" 


"Oh god, I'm sorry. | had no idea what the weight of carrying my secret would do to you." 


“That's alright, we were kids, you know? You and |, all of us, we were kids.” 


"| don't think | ever even thanked you for all you've done-" 
"You can thank me now." My eyebrows waggled playfully. 


She smiled. "I can?" She stepped up to me, her hands clasping me at my hips. Her eyes drew from there 


upwards... that look.. that look... 

"Yeah." | sighed. 

She leaned in to me, her chest to mine, her chin tilted up. "How should | show you my appreciation?" 
| smiled. "Go dancing with me." 

"That's it?" Shannon smirked. "You just want to dance with me?" 

| think you know that's not all." 

She lowered her eyes. "What are we doing?" 


"Starting something beautiful we'll never forget." | pushed more hair from her face and let the back of my 


fingers smooth down her cheek. "Now go put on some boots-" 

"| need to shower, change." 

"No, you don't. What you got on is fine. Just get your boots. | don't want to sit here and wait forever." 
She scoffed. "Fine, if you're happy with this-" 

"I am. I'm very happy with it. Now go on" 

| watched her cut from me and walk to her bedroom. A couple of minutes later, she came back out carrying 
her boots, their shafts pinched between her fingers. She had freshened up a bit, perfumed, powdered, hair 
brushed. She still had on her Levi's, a white, billowing peasant top with ruffles at the neck dipping to a V 
between her breasts. 

| had to change my shirt," she said. "There was food on it." 

| smirked. "Sure there was." 


| grabbed her hand and we headed out the door, down the stairs to the parking lot. 


"This is crazy, we don't even know where we're going," she said from behind me. 


"Yeah, we do." 


"| don't even know if there's a country bar around-" 


"There is. | asked the guy at the liquor store. There's one not far from where you work" 

"No, there can't be, | would have seen it" 

"Hts a hole in the wall. Is just a little juke joint. No one will bother us there 

We climbed into my truck and Shannon looked around, an amused grin on her face. "James, | love this" 
"What?" 

"My uncle had a truck just like this one" 


"Oh, I'm sure it wasn't just like this." | cranked over the ignition and it roared with all eight cylinders, all seven 


hundred horses of power. | looked at her, watching her reaction. 

"Wow, sounds like you got a tiger in your tank" 

"I got a tiger in my pants too, but we'll save that for later.” 

Shannon laughed. 

When we got to the bar, it was exactly as the guy at the liquor store said, a little piece of shit hole in the 
wall called the Rusty Spur. It was a wood box squeezed in between other wood boxes in the historic district, a 
tin roof poking out from it, held up by cedar beams. It even had the swinging double doors like you see on the 
saloon in Gun Smoke. We walked in and everything was wood, the floor, the bar, all the chairs and stools. The 
walls were covered in fliers and beer signs, neon, paper, various species of taxidermy. There was a giant steer 
skull over the bar with a loop of rope hanging off its horns. The overhead lighting was lit bulbs coming out of 
the spokes of a wagon wheel. That guy wasn't kidding. This place was the shit. 


"Look at you outlaws," the bartender said, a guy in a vest and cowboy hat. He tipped his brim at Shannon. 
"What can | get ya?" 


| chuckled and brought my belly to the bar, set my elbow on it. "Two cervezas and two shots of tequila-" 
"One shot of tequila” 


| held up my fingers. "Two shots of tequila" And gave Shannon a sideways glance. "We're celebrating. You keep 


forgetting that" 


"One of us has to drive home." 


"Don't worry, Mama. | will be able to drive us home. Quit your worrying” 
"Ht will be a total buzzkill if we end up in jail” 

"Wouldn't be the first time" 

"Do not mention that, James. We swore we'd never talk about it" 

"Ahhh, what's a little DWI?" 

"Stop. | almost lost my kid over that 


| scooted a whiskey jigger to her and then her beer. "But you didn't. You're a good mother, Mama, you just 


stumbled a little, everyone does." 
"No, not everyone." 


| leaned down to get my face into hers. "That was my fault that | let you drive. But | got the keys now. You 


trust me, don't you?" 
After some hesitation, she nodded. 


"One shot of tequila is not going to set you on your ass, and if it does, I'll carry you. I'm not even halfway 


close to being drunk, and we'll leave before | am." 


| clinked my shot glass with hers and we simultaneously threw our heads back. | slammed mine down on the 


bar first. She held the jigger in her fist, squeezing her eyes shut and shivering. She grimaced. 


"Yeah, it's not the smoothest shit | ever had." My eyes went to the little triangular stage in the corner of the 


place. It was empty. "No live music tonight?" 


The bartender took our jiggers and wiped the counter with a towel. "The band doesn't come on until later. But 


we have a jukebox over there." 
| followed his pointing across the room. "I see it." 


After breaking a hundred dollar bill, | went to it. Shannon stayed on a stool, sipping her beer as | loaded the 
damn thing up with coins and selections. First thing first, as soon as the notes to "When the Thought of You" 
began, | drug her to the dance floor, a tiny square of open space in front of the stage. | put my arm around 
her waist, took her hand in mine. She smiled up at me and it was like my bones liquefied, like at any moment | 
would be a puddle at her feet. In unison, we took our first step, a second and third step, stumbled against each 


other a few times, and then fell into unison again. 


She laughed. "| can't believe you know how to dance." 


I'm a musician. It kind of comes with the territory, you know, moving to the beat, having rhythm. | know 


there's an innuendo in there somewhere..." 
"Don't force it, James." 
"| won't." 


Once she was comfortable, she fit her body against mine, leaned her head against my shoulder, and it was like 
we morphed into one being. | wasn't conscious of choreographing my movements, | just let myself move 
without thought and her body was an extension of mine. | back-stepped, turned, stepped, turned again, and she 
never faltered. Another couple joined the dance, an older couple, and they paced in double-time around us, 
which | found annoying. | closed my eyes and concentrated on Shannon, her body, the music, the way it felt like 
we were floating in a dream. The room had darkened to just a hue of pink smoke, a neon beer sign in red and 
blue cutting through it. Next was Mark Chestnut, ‘ll Think of Something’. And after that was Tracey 
Lawrence, ‘Texas Tornado! moving into Steve Warner's ‘The Weekend’. We never stopped dancing. We just 
adjusted the speed at which we stepped. | could've done this all night. Even as the bodies around us multiplied 
and grew in number, and the time flew by, it was still just me and Shannon. And then some smart ass bumped 


into us. 

"Metallicaaaaa" | glared at him, lowering my brow. "Hetfield!" He gave me the devil horns and backstepped his 
date to get alongside us, bumping into another couple, and then those people stopped too. "Hey, man, can | have 
your autograph?" 

‘lm kind of busy right now-" 

"Sign my shirt" 

"Cool out, brother, and when I'm done I'll sign whatever you want." 

Shannon looked at him, her eyes narrow like she'd been woke too early from a good sleep. 

"Enter Sandman! Damn, that is my favorite song." 

"Good" | normally didn't placate these annoying, clueless fuckers, but | could tell he was already shit drunk 
because he stumbled a bit and had that sweaty, greasy look to him. You could smell the octane coming out his 
pores. 


"Glad to hear it" 


He looked Shannon up and down. "This is your woman? God daaammm." 


"Yeah, and | don't get to see her often, so if you could let us have some peace-" 
"Let me buy you two a drink." 
"We're good, but thanks-" 


"Come on, man, I've got ten dollars left from my paycheck and it would be the highlight of my life if | could 
spend it on a beer | drank with you-" 


"Maybe later." 

"Come on, man! One beer?" 

Shannon broke from me and walked off. | watched her go into the ladies’ room. 

"One beer, man-" 

"Okay, let's do it” 

We went to the bar and | let the asshole buy me a drink Shannon came out and stood in front of the door, 
her arms crossed over her chest, her head turning each way, searching. | stepped back and started towards 
her but my arm caught. 

"Hey, man, you said you'd have a beer-" 

lm just getting my lady." 

"Oh, okay." 

He let go of my arm and | got to Shannon just as her face turned my way. | grabbed her hand and headed 
towards the exit. She never hesitated, even as we dodged chairs and people. It was like she was still connected 
to me, physically, mentally. | was almost to the door when | heard the asshole call out. 

"Hetfield!" 

Our steps quickened as we crossed the parking lot. | unlocked the driver's side door, Shannon scooted into the 
middle of the bench seat, and | fired the engine. | could see the asshole appear under a white spot in the 
asphalt from an overhead streetlight. Shannon watched him, silently, as | set the truck into gear. The tires 
screeched as we peeled out. 


"You handled that like a pro," she said quietly. "You must have that happen often" 


"Way too often" 


| turned on the CD player, back to David Ball and his twangy crooning. 

A picture that | thought would fade.. | still clearly see... 

We got to a light just as it changed from yellow to red. | thought to run it but | wasn't in any hurry. Even 
though that asshole had spoiled our time, | still felt peaceful, still happy to be where | was. Suddenly, Shannon 
shifted, bringing her knees up. She crossed in front of my body and straddled me, fitting herself tight between 
my chest and the steering wheel. Her arms went around my neck and she buried herself against me. Her 
breath was hot in my ear. 

"You better be taking me home." 

"| am" 

"And then you better take me to bed." 


"Mama, | will take you anywhere you want me to take you." 


"| think heaven is a good place to start." 


No Problem 


Shannon. 


| knew we were back at my apartment when James’ thigh came up to set the truck's parking brake. It creaked 


as he pushed the pedal to the floor. His hands moved up and down my back, flat and hot: 
"We're here, Mama 

"| guess | better move so you can get up~" 

"Nah, we're gonna do this together." 


The door swung open and his body pivoted beneath mine, his legs pushing out and touching his feet to the 
asphalt. His hand covered my head so it wouldn't scrape the top of the truck's door frame. 


"| might groan but that's just because l'm a weak old fuck, alright? You just hold onto me. Don't let me go.” 


He needn't have worried. The last thing in the world | wanted to do was let him go. My arms stayed clasped 
around his neck. My legs stayed looped, clenching around his waist. | pressed the side of my face to the side of 
his. He had one arm around my back and the other was positioned beneath my ass, almost like one would carry 


a child. His breath was heavy and loud in my ear. 
"Shit." He huffed. "| better start working out." He chuckled. 


We got all the way to the stairwell before | could tell he'd pushed as far as he could. He braced me against 
him as my feet got to the ground. | was on the first step and it had me at eye level with him. My hand 
cupped his cheek before | leaned in to kiss him. Neither one of us closed our eyes. | sucked in a breath, 


breathing in his smoky, salty scent. 
He whispered, "We better get inside." 
| nodded. 


The door had only just shut behind us before he yanked me and pushed me against the wall. His mouth was on 
me, his hands. | clutched at his shirt, pulling the hem of it up and over his head before he took over and 
tossed it. A button popped off my blouse and | heard it hit something somewhere with a ‘tink’. | broke out 
laughing but James' expression didn't change. his fingers slipped into the cup of my bra, pulling it down so it 
was just a lace sling beneath my exposed breast. He bent to put his mouth on me. I'd been trying to reach his 
zipper. | wanted so bad to get to that part of him. | was so ready to be filled with him. 


"James," | whispered. "James." 


His mouth bit at me, sucked on me hard, making a loud smack sound when he pulled and released my nipple 
from between his lips. His hand between my legs, stroking my pant's seam, fingers pushing where they knew 


my entrance would be, rubbing where they knew my clit would be. 
"Oh, god," | cried. "You're making me crazy." 


He kneeled. | looked down as he undid the buckle of my belt, yanked open the button fly of my jeans. My body 
jostled roughly against the wall as he tugged my jeans down. 


My voice was breathy. "We are.. fen.. steps from my bedroom." 


He threw one of my boots behind him, then the other. | had no choice but to let him get my pants off the 
rest of the way. It seemed silly to stand there with my shirt unbuttoned and flailing, my bra yanked half off, 
so | stripped the rest of the way as he wedged my legs apart, his fingers digging into the soft, fleshy part of 
my inner thighs. | huffed as his mouth finally got to me, his tongue jabbing inside, his nose pushing and sinking 
into the triangle of hair on my pubic bone. His breath drew in loudly, groaning as he exhaled, and sending a 
vibration through me. His eyes, so blue, were locked on me. They softly closed and opened again and | brushed 
the dark sand of curl at his forehead back and clenched it in my fingers. He cupped my ass in his hands. 


"If | don't lie down" | sighed. "I am going to pass out." 


He rolled onto his butt and took my hand to lead me to a kneel. | straddled him, still up on my knees so | could 
reach the button of his pants. He laid back, his eyes following me, his mouth open, taking in breath. As | worked 
his zipper, he lifted his hips and began pushing the denim down. He rolled me over so he could hover over me, 
propped up on one hand as the other struggled to get his jeans low enough. He didn't bother getting them all 
the way off. He plunged into me as soon as his erection was free and the sharp intrusion of it caused me to 


huff, my eyes to jolt wide. 

"Mmm," he groaned as he lowered closer to me, pressing my breasts flat with his chest. 

He laid his forehead against my shoulder. Each thrust lolled me back and forth and | held onto him, holding him 
tightly to me. It felt so blissful to be filled with him, his thickness, his tongue as he kissed me. He moved his 
lips to my neck, my ear, my shoulder. He slowed. | was aware of him trying to stave off his orgasm. He looked 
at me sheepishly from the corner of his eyes. 

"This is your only chance," | whispered. "Better make it good" 

His brow lowered. "What?" 


| laughed. "I'm expecting fireworks." 


"What the fuck? Are you serious?" 


"How much self-control do you have?" 

He huffed. "Not enough for fireworks." 

"That's too bad. | thought | might be getting a little attached to you-" 

He shook his head. "Mama, you better be fucking with me-" 

| spit a laugh, seeing the sour expression on his face. 

"You were the one who wouldn't let me finish down there. I'm usually pretty good at that." 

"You are. You're very good at that” 

When | realized he was pushing off me, | grabbed at him, trying to keep him where he was. He did feel good, 
but he'd seemed so serious about what he was doing. | was trying to get him to realize that the sex would be 
whatever it was and it was only part of what we had between us. | hadn't realized he would take it as a 
challenge. 

"No. James. Stop." 

He grunted as he forced my hands off him, pinning them at my sides. | kicked my legs, struggling. 

"You want to cum, you're going to get it. All | need is a little premature ejaculation to fuck this up." 

| laughed. "James, | was kidding." 

"No, you weren't.” 

"| was! Stop!" 

His forcefulness excited me further. | pushed at him with all my might, but he tossed me around, getting my 
arms behind my back so they were pinned and he was able to get a hand between my legs. He watched the 
expression on my face as his fingers slid over me, stoking the pleasure | was already feeling, fanning the 
flames. | closed my eyes and tilted my head back. 

"Oh yeah." He chuckled. "We're going to get those fireworks.” 

When all the fight released from me, he brought his mouth back down to my sex. In the silence of my condo | 
was so aware of the sound of him lapping at me, then kissing me there like it was a mouth. | trembled, my 


body tensing, reaching for it, my hips pivoting to get his tongue right on the spot, and then it was just like he 


said, the fireworks came, and my body shook | cried out, over and over. | was still moaning when he slipped 


back into me, harder this time, trembling. He slid in and out slowly, his breath deep but even, as he kissed my 


cheek. 
He whispered in my ear, "You're beautiful when you cum." 


We finished fucking on the floor and took it to the bedroom. We fucked again on the bed before we fell asleep, 
and in the morning he woke me with delicate kisses on my shoulder blade, on the nape of my neck, down my 
back. His hand softly stroked my hip. He slipped into me again, this time from behind. He wrapped his arms 
around me and rested his chin on my shoulder, his forehead on my cheek. His breath huffed in my ear. The 
whiskers of his beard scrubbed me and | knew I'd have a rash on my face, but | didn't care. | was so drunk on 
him, the hypnosis his touches brought, the scent of his body, the rhythm of his movements. 

"I wish you could do this to me forever," | whispered. 


"I'm going to try, Mama. I'm definitely going to try." 


When hunger finally became the strongest need, we left the bedroom. | put a pot of coffee on and dug around 


in the refrigerator for something to eat. 


"Damn it, | guess | left the eggs at the store. | know | bought them. I-" James looked at me from the couch. 


He was on the phone calling his answering machine, so my sentence ended quietly. "| hate when that happens." 
| went into the bedroom and changed into a pair of jeans, a baggy sweater. | sat beside James on the couch as 


| pushed my feet into my boots. He was still on the phone, his head tilted to the side so he could cradle the 


phone's receiver on his shoulder while he wrote on a piece of paper in a spiral notebook. 


| pushed my hand into the crown of his hair and kissed his forehead before | left. | couldn't have been at the 
grocery store ten minutes when | noticed Ron on the dairy aisle, looking at yogurt, right by the damn eggs. | 
turned quickly, hoping he hadn't seen me, but | heard him call my name before | made it to the next aisle. 
"Shannon?" 

We hadn't talked since we got back from New York. | hadn't thought there was anything to say. 

He gripped my arm above my elbow. "Hey." 

| turned to look at him. "Hi, Ron. How are you?" 


‘lm getting by. I've been meaning to call you." 


| nodded, but stayed silent. What on earth could | even say? 


"| saw you at the mailbox yesterday.” 

Again | nodded. | waited for what he would say next | knew what he would say next 

"Saw you with James. 

"Yeah, he drove from LA for a visit” 

Ron looked down and nodded. “I'm surprised. | don't know why but | am" 

When his hand dropped from me, | linked both my arms over my chest, waiting. His eyes came back to me. 
"| wonder how Dave feels about this’ 

"| dort think that's something you need to worry about-" 

"This could cause a lot of problems for your family’ 


"Not any more than anything else does, but thank you, Ron. | appreciate your concern, but like | said, it's not 


your concern." 

‘| just worry about DJ. He's a good kid” 

"Thank you." | leaned around Ron to see the stacks of eggs in the refrigerated shelving unit behind him. There 
was an older couple, each of them opening and closing cartons, making sure their selection didn't have any 
cracked eggs. They were moving so slow, dammit. "But it's fine, everything's fine." 

"Does Dave even know?" 

| brought my eyes back to him. "Know what?" 

"That you're getting involved with James." 

"Ron, | think you're making my life too much of your business." 


"Well, l'm used to looking out for you, and | care about you. | can't just shut that off" 


As soon as the couple left the area, | moved towards it. "I need to get some eggs real quick and get back 


home-" 


"Yeah, I'm sure James is waiting for his breakfast." 


| decided it would be best to ignore the gnawing urge to tell Ron to fuck off. After all, he was my friend, 
although we weren't really acting as friends anymore. He was just upset over being jilted, and | knew that, but 


he was harmless. He wouldn't do anything to hurt me. | knew it was no act that he cared about me. 


| checked a few cartons, making sure all the eggs in mine were intact. Ron stood there watching me. | looked at 


him. 
"So what are you up to today?" 


"Not much. Junior and Julie wanted to meet for brunch over at Argentino's. l'm still a part of the wedding 


party, you know." 
"Oh, tell them | said hello.” 
"I will definitely tell them | ran into you. Ill give them your regards." 


"Okay, tharks, Ron. | better go." | leaned over and gave him a quick, friendly kiss before | turned towards the 


registers. 

| heard him call out. "Tell James I'm happy for him." | looked back at him. “Tell him he better be good to you." 
| had no words. | weakly smiled and nodded, and then | paid for my groceries and left. When | got back to the 
condominium, James was out on the balcony, smoking a cigarette. He was shirtless, in only his jeans, barefoot, 
leaning his forearms against the railing. | went out behind him and wrapped my arms around his waist, laid my 
cheek against his back. 

"| got eggs. Are you hungry?" 

"You've got some messages on your answering machine." 

| lifted off him. "I do?" 


He spit out a stream of smoke and lowered his cigarette. "Yep. You should listen to it" 


| went inside and sat on the couch next to the side table where | kept my answering machine. | noticed the 


flashing red light and | pushed the button 


~Friday, seven-fifty-two PM~ beep~ 
‘Hi, Mom. Dad rented the new ‘Die Hard! movie. Really wish you'd come watch it with us. Oh, well, I'll watch it 


again Tomorrow, if you'll come hang out. Anyway, | love you, Mom. Bye.’ 


~Friday, nine-eighteen PM~ beep~ 
‘Hi, Shannon, it's Julie. The bridal shop got the bridesmaid dresses in and we're trying to get together a group 


fitting. Call me back so we can work out a time. Thanks: 


~Saturday, seven-forty-six AM~ beep~ 

‘Hey, baby. DJ called you last night, and I'm surprised we haven't heard back from you. Anyway, your son and | 
were thinking of going to the evening service at church tonight and wanted to know if you'd go with us. He 
misses you, you know? We could have dinner afterwards, go to that little French café you like so much. 


Anyway, give me a call when you get this. | love you: 


When | heard the patio door pull back, | turned to watch James come through it. He pulled the door closed 
behind him. 


~Saturday, nine-twenty-one AM~ beep~ 

‘Shannie. Just checking to see if you got in yet. | called the salon and they said you're not working today. | just 
want to make sure you're okay. Also... | thought I'd come clean with you. I've asked the pastor to speak with us 
after the service tonight, maybe counsel us a bit, see if there's something we can do to work this out. I've 
been praying for your forgiveness: Dave sighed. ‘And | had a drink last night. | had a couple, maybe more than 
a couple. | probably shouldn't even tell you that, but | did. | feel so damn weak. | miss you so fucking much. My 
AA sponsor went fucking AWOL on me, and | don't have anyone else to talk to. Call me, shit, not as my wife, 
but as my friend. | don't know who else | can reach out to. You're it. I'm begging you, okay? Thanks: 


~End of messages ~beep~ 


James dropped into the couch opposite me. He picked up a beer from the coffee table and took a swig. As he 
propped the bottle on his knee, he said, "I thought you said the wedding was called off." 


"It was." 
"Then why is Dave calling you his wife?" 


"We took some unofficial vows on a trip to Rio. H's not legal. I'm not his wife. It's just his way of exerting 


ownership of me." 
He nodded. "You going to call him?" 
"| feel like | should." 


James nodded again, averting his eyes. | could tell his mood was different but | wasn't sure if it was concern 


for me or concern for Dave, or even Du. 
He looked at me. "I guess you need privacy. Where should | go?" 


"I have a phone in my bedroom. I'll make the call in there, and you're welcome to make yourself at home out 


here." 


"You dont want me to leave?" 
My eyes widened. "No, of course not. Id be hurt if you did’ 

"Would you" 

"Yeah." | smiled. "tm hoping for more fireworks today’ 

He broke into a chuckle and closed his eyes, shaking his head. "Alright, | guess I'l stick around" 


‘lm going to go get this call out of the way and then we'll see about breakfast-" | turned my wrist to check 
my watch and snorted. "| mean lunch." 


Once in my bedroom, | shut the door behind me. Just as | reached for the phone, it rang. 
"Hello?" 

"Hey, baby." 

"Dave. | was just getting ready to call you-" 

"Where have you been? We've been calling you since last night" 

"Yeah, | didn't know. | just noticed the light on my answering machine." 

He was quiet for a minute and then he said, "You didn't tell me where you were at" 

| went to the grocery store." 

"Last night?" When | hesitated, he asked again, "Where were you last night?" 

| went to a bar with a friend" 

"A guy friend?" 

| sighed. "Your message sounded bad. Are you okay?" | asked, hoping he wouldn't keep pressing me. 
"No" 

"You know, you've come off the wagon before. Best thing is to just get back on" 


"Were you at Ron's? Did you spend the night there?" 


"No." 
"You didn't tell me who you went to the bar with." 
"Just a friend" 

"A man?" 

| sighed and ran my fingers over my forehead. "Yeah." 
"Did you sleep with him?" 

"You shouldn't ask me that" 

"L can tell that you did" 

"Oh, okay, sure." 


"I can tell by the way you're talking to me right now. You pity me. You know you're doing something that's 


gonna kill me inside." 


"No. Dave. | pity you because | know you feel bad about falling off the wagon. | don't pity you about anything 


else." 
"So, you just going to spread your legs for any guy you go out with?" 
| huffed. "Stop it. | won't have you talking to me like that. | will hang up if you continue like this-" 


‘lm sorry. | just feel like you're mine." He swallowed, and then his voice cracked, "| can't bear the thought of 


someone else touching you." 

"Now you know how | feel when | saw that girl-" 

"So, we're even now. You fucked someone else and | only got close to it. There. Totally fucking even 

| never told you not to move on with your life-" 

"How am | going to do that? | swore to Christ to be your husband for eternity and unlike you, | meant it" 
"We both broke promises," | said quietly. 


"No. | haven't. | still love you. | still belong to you. I've been praying that you would feel the same-" 


"This conversation is going nowhere. I've got things to do-" 
"Are you gonna go to church with me? With your son?" 
‘lve got plans-" 


‘Oh, you're going to get more fucking in while DJ and | are praying for our family to be healed. That's nice. 
That's perfect-" 


| won't tolerate being talked to like this." | huffed, trying to keep myself from crying. "If you can't stop then 
put DJ on the phone-" 


"DJ?! he called out, "Come talk to your mother." 

"If he's heard you say those things to me~" 

"He hasnt" 

There was some shuffling and then | heard my son "Mom?" 

"Hi, baby. How are you?" 

"| called you last night" 

"Yes, | know. | just noticed the message this morning’ 

"| didn’t watch the movie. Dad didn't feel like it. Come over now and watch it with us’ 
"| can't, honey-" 

"Why?" 

"lve got things | have to take care of today 

"Well, what about when you're done?" 

‘Baby 

"Will you go to church with me? Is been so long since we've been” 


‘| can't go tonight-" 


"What about tomorrow morning? | bet Dad will go to Sunday service instead. He hates waking up early but he'll 


do it for you-" 

"Baby-" 

"Mom. He really needs to go. | need to go. It won't be the same if you're not with us." 
"Okay." 

"Wait. You'll go?" 

"Yog" 

His voice perked up. "Tonight or tomorrow?" 

"Let me see if | can move my plans around. I'll try to go tonight 

"Mom. | miss you." 


‘| miss you too, baby. Let me get off the phone now. Tell Dad I'll meet you at church tonight. Save me a seat 


if I'm running late." 

"Okay." 

"Alright, I'll see you later.” 

| took a good ten minutes to myself, thinking about all of this, gathering up my nerve. | decided that | should 
just go out there and be honest with James. There'd be no point in carrying on with him if he couldn't 
understand that my son would always have to come first. 

| saw him from behind, the back of his head, as | left my bedroom. He was on the part of the couch that 
faced the balcony. | got myself in front of him and straddled his lap with my knees poking into the couch. | 
wrapped my arms around his shoulders. 

"Did Dave have a good cry?" 

| sighed and bit my lip. "My son wants me to go to church with him tonight" 

James nodded and averted his eyes. "Okay." 


"Do you mind just hanging out while l'm gone?" 


"Don't you think | should go?" 


"No. I'm not ready for you to leave." | widened my eyes playfully and tilted my head. "Are you ready to leave 


me?" 

He chuckled. "No. But | don't want to cause any trouble.” 

"Its not you causing trouble. | just need you to be understanding’ 
"| do. | understand” 

"Okay, then We don't have a problem, then?" 


"Nope. No problem here." 


Im a Fucking Trifecta 


Author's Notes: 
Dave is clueless.. 


James. 

| was on the balcony, having another cigarette, having another beer, when Shannon came out from the 
bedroom. The sun was behind me so she appeared as if she stepped out from behind a glinting light of 
reflection that bounced off the door's glass. | stubbed my smoke until it was dead in a potted plant that sat 
beside a PVC lounger. There were more than a dozen orange tinted butts sticking up out of the dirt. | added 
one more. 


"Sure look pretty," | said, coming in through the sliding glass door. 


She looked up at me as she reached down for a bracelet she'd left on the coffee table. Her fingers made a 
cone shape so she could get it slipped onto her wrist. 


"Are you sure you're okay with this?" 

| scratched at the whiskers along my jaw. Quietly, | answered, "Of course | am." 

What could | say? No? | could tell by the sound of Dave's voice on the answering machine that there was 
some shit going down over there, and it bit me, knowing DJ was there and watching it. If | sacrificed some time 
with Shannon so that he could have a better situation, well, that was mighty big of me, wasn't it? 


"Be honest," she said. "Is this skirt too tight for church?" 


Shannon turned so | could get a look of her backside. She arched her back, craning her neck to catch eyes with 


me. 
"Yep. I's awful. You should change-" 
"Seriously?" She turned to face me. "It looks bad?" 


The side of my mouth hitched, one eyebrow lowered. When she saw the sarcasm in my expression her face 


relaxed and she gave me an oblique glance. 


"You're teasing me." 


‘Lam rethinking this," | said. "Ask me again if this is alright" 

She came to me and tilted her chin up. Those lips.. those eyes... 

| should only be gone an hour or two." 

| nodded. 

"We've got Nintendo-" 

"Nah, video games aren't my thing." 

"HBO?" 

| shrugged. "I will probably find a movie to watch." 

"There's some video tapes in the cabinet." She picked her purse up from the couch and slipped its strap onto 
her shoulder. Her eyes flashed back at me. "Oh, DJ has a guitar in his room if you feel like messing around 
with it." 

"Yeah, | might do that." 

"Okay. | better get going or I'll have a hell of a time parking." 

"Alright" 

She kissed me, first soft, and then pulling my bottom lip, nibbling it between her teeth. 

When she pulled away, | said, "Do that again and | will definitely have a problem with you leaving." 

"lll be back soon" 

| leaned to get my beer off the coffee table as | watched her walk towards the door, her bright blonde hair in 
curls swinging against her back as she bound towards the door, the sound of her high heels as they came off 
the carpet and tapped onto the tile entryway. Then | heard the door shut. 

"Fuck," | sighed. 

| was three beers in.. well, three beers from the moment she left, anyway, when | decided | would try out DJ's 
guitar. | went to his room, saw the Strat in the corner on a stand next to a little Marshall practice amp. It 
was brand new, decent quality, so it was probably bought by Dave. | was a fan of the old Marshalls. | would've 


gotten the kid a vintage JCM, had the tubes modified for a warmer, thicker feel, something that didn't sound 
like it was wrapped in tin foil. This rig was picked right off the shelf, probably in all of ten minutes, that is if 


Dave didn't have an assistant pick it out for him. But, for a beginner's set up, it was alright. 

| looped the strap over my head and sat down on the bed. | strummed a few chords; | was surprised it was in 
tune. | let myself go numb, my eyes go out of focus, my fingers slide without thought along the fretboard. In 
my mind, though, | didn't hear the trebly sound of the guitar, | heard Dave's voice. 

Shanne..wife.... miss you.. 

It all felt like déjà vu. The whole time that message played | didn't see him as he was now. | saw him as that 
bratty kid in El Cerrito, heard him from my ears as a bratty kid in El Cerrito.., saw him beside me in the U- 
haul, one leg drawn up into the bench seat, his back leaning against the door, bringing a bottle of Jameson to 
his mouth. His lips smacked after he took his draw. 

"lm so fucking glad to be blazing out of there, man" 

The truck's stick shift vibrated in my hand as | pushed in the clutch and shoved the transmission into third 
gear. We were three hours outside of San Fran, the traffic thinning out; the highway was finally opening up 
into a long, singular drawn out stretch of road. Dave had had enough alcohol in him to start flexing his asshole 


muscles. 


"We're going to be famous, you know? I'm starting to think | shouldn't limit myself to one chick Hell, why 
should | limit myself to one of anything at all?" 


| nodded, egging him on. "Yeah, why should you?" 


"| mean, Shannie's fine and shit, and the sex, you know, it's mostly good.. well, any sex is good sex as long as 


I'm getting it." 


He was right on that point. | could count on one hand how many girls I'd been with. Dave didn't have enough 


fingers and toes to keep track of all his lays. 

Quietly, | answered, "Right" 

"Besides, girls are going to be throwing themselves at me left and right" 
"Sure they will" 


Dave chuckled and nudged my arm with the back of his hand. "Hey, Spicoli, you might even get to touch some 


boobies too, you know?" 
| kept my face straight, but my eyes found him from the side. "Ha. Ha" 


"We're the mighty Metallica. Who can resist us?" 


"You're not worried about being gone from Shannon this long? You don't think she'll get lonely?" 
"Nah, she won't screw around on me." 

"| don't know. Plenty of guys are interested. | bet we come back and she's got a new boyfriend" 
"No. She loves me." 


"Yeah, well, you won't be around, constantly in her face. She might actually realize she can do better." | 


scoffed "A lot better, probably.” 

"Fuck you. You don't know what you're talking about." He wagged his head. "I can do no wrong her eyes. I'm cute. 
l'm smart. | make her feel good. I'm the thing her world revolves around. Didn't you see her when we left? All 
that boo-hooing? Does that look like a girl who's going to forget about the guy who gives her he best dick 


she's ever had in a month or two?" 


| looked at him. | didn't normally challenge him like this but his level of asshole was increasing the further away 


from home we got. Id like to see him knocked down a couple of notches and | thought, yeah, I'l keep going 
"| dunno, Dave" 

"Im telling you, she loves me. She fucking adores me. 

"Why?" 

"What do you mean ‘why'?" 


"Well, what do you do for her? You're broke, so all you do is mooch off of her. Probably fucking feel like 
Christmas to have a boyfriend who could actually take her out on a date." 


"Hey, | take her out on dates all the time" 
"Where?" 

"Uh, well, we sit on the balcony and look at the stars-' 

"You have to leave home, Dave. Take her to the movies, take her out to dinner.” 
"Hey, | bought her breakfast just the other day’ 


"Really? From where?" 


"Well, they were donuts from the corner store, those little ones she likes with the powdered sugar-" 

"You probably stole them." 

"Well... Yeah, but she appreciated the effort, you know?" 

| sighed and gnawed at my lip. | really wanted to stick it to him good. | glanced at him sideways. "You know, 
being in Metallica is the only thing you got going for you, Dave. What if we got sick of your shit and kicked 


your ass out? What do you think would happen then?" 


He chuckled, letting it sift through his nose. His eyes narrowed. "This boat would sink without me and you know 
it" 


"Ppfff:" 


"It would. As it is, | pretty much carry the whole operation. | do most of the talking, | play 100% of the kick 


ass shreds, and chicks dig me because l'm a bad ass. | am a fucking heavy metal trifecta 


| scoffed. "Okay. ‘Trifecta’. Let's just play devil's advocate here. What would you do if we dropped you and got 


another guitarist?" 

"You wouldn't do it. You can't do it. Metallica is nothing without me." 
"Me and Lars write most of the songs-" 

"The fuck you do." 

"We write more than half-" 

"With my help." 

"No." 


Behind his narrowed eyes, | could tell he was trying to count his contributions to our repertoire. Actually, at 
this point, it was pretty damn close. 


"| mean, you'd have to find a different chick to live off of, Dave, since you've pretty much mooched Shannon 


dry. 
"| have not. You don't know shit-" 


"I know what Amanda tells Lars, and from what | know is she can't make her car payments anymore. She's 


waiting for her car to be repossessed." 


"Yeah, | know," his voice trailed off. "But I'll buy her a new car, a better car, when our album breaks. I'll make 


up for all this shit." 

"What if it doesn't happen?" 

"Oh, it's going to happen. I've seen it" He brought his hands up, spreading them apart, tracing an arch in the 
air. "METALLICA featuring Dave Mustaine on lead guitar- No, no, no, wait. It's Dave Mustaine's Metallica, you 
know, like Richie Blackmore's Rainbow." 

| shook my head and sighed. "In your dreams." 


He broke out into a laugh, his mouth open wide, his eyes crinkling. 


My voice lowered, | said, "You could've given her at least half that dough you took off that fucked up bet you 


made-" 


"Look, she's got parents that she can go off begging to. | don't. | can't be out here on the road without money. 
| gotta eat." 


"She needs to eat too." 


"She's not gonna starve, gimme a fucking break. Have you seen her ass? Well, of course you have, | catch you 


staring at it all the time-" 

"You don't seem to get what Im fucking saying, Dave. You don't fucking deserve her: 

"Shut up, fuckhead’ 

"You're just a piece of trash-" 

"If you know what's good for you, asshole, you'll shut your fucking mouth" 

"Or what?" 

"Or l kick your fucking teeth in, that's what 

"Fuck that, Il kick your fucking teeth in’ 

Dave cackled, wrinkling his nose at me. "James. You don't have the fucking balls to take me on and you know it. 


Just like you don't have the fucking balls to come out and say what you really want to say, which is you want 


my girl. You want her so fucking bad you're nauseous with it” 


"Fuck off" 


| see you watching her. That's what all this shit is about anyway, isn't it? You don't think I'm good enough for 
her but you think you are?" He chuckled. "What the fuck ever. You and | are practically the same person, 
James, only l'm smarter and I'm not ugly. l'm a piece of shit? Well, you and | come from the same fucking 
trash can only no one has to scrape at the bottom of it to get to me." He huffed. "So you can keep whacking 


off, dreaming about the pussy | own, because that's a close as you're ever going to get to her. Capisce?" 


| don't know what happened, where the fuck my brain was, but | just remember my arm curling with my fist 
at the end of it and popping him right in his fucking asshole mouth. | don't know which one of us hollered, 
probably me, although | don't know why; | wasn't the one getting hit. There was the tilting feeling as everything 
shifted and the sight of the terrain sloped sideways within view of the truck's windshield. And then we were in 


the fucking ditch, a dirt cloud coming down around the truck as we came to a settle. 


| looked at Dave and his bloodied bottom lip. Both of us had wide eyes, both of us surprised as fuck that | 
actually hit him. | had to strain, bracing my hands on the windshield and back window, to keep myself from 
falling on top of him since the truck was leaning. Suddenly | could hear the far off sound of Lars and Cliff 
calling from inside the bed of the Uhaul, their fists bonging against the metal walls of it. 


Dave's eyes narrowed. He licked at the blood on his lip and then, "THWUHHH", spit at me. 

That's when | just let myself fall on him. We crashed around, punching and kicking. Somehow his door came 
open, and it dumped us out onto the dirt. Landing knocked all the wind out of me, and it must've done the same 
to Dave, because neither one of us moved. My right hand was hurting, my knuckles from hitting him, and my 
wrist because | fell on it. He'd gotten a good punch to my left eye and | already felt the pain throbbing in it like 
a pulse. We both lay there, catching our breath, listening to Cliff and Lars screaming, until Dave suddenly 
pushed to a stand. He went to the back of the truck, and | could hear the rolling of the metal door going up. 
"What the fock is going on?! What the fock just happened?! Oh my focking goalll" 

With his lip curled, Dave threw his hand out, motioning at me. "Fucking James is trying to fucking kill us." 

Lars turned, squinting his eyes at me. "What the fock are you doing?" 

"He thinks beating me up is going to get him my girl," Dave said, his head wagging. 

"Oh focking hell! God dammit! James, what the fock are you doing?!" 

"He had it coming to him," | muttered, bracing my wrist. 

Ten minutes later, we were back on the road. | couldn't drive because | was in too much pain. No one wanted 


Dave to drive because he was halfway to being knee-walking drunk. Lars got behind the wheel but the seat 
was too high up for him. His feet wouldn't reach the pedals. All that was left was Cliff. It was just me and him 


in the cab. | couldn't be left with Dave, obviously, and Lars was so annoyed with me he couldn't look at me. So 
they took the blackness of the truck bed. | sat in silence, gazing out the side window. 


"Gonna be alright?" Cliff asked. 

Quietly, | said, "Yeah." 

"All this is because of that chick?" 

| shrugged. 

"You gotta get over it, man" 

"| know." 

"And you can't be fucking with Dave like that. You know we need him until we get to Johnny." 

| nodded. 

If we don't play those gigs along the way, we don't eat.” 

"Yeah." 

"We just gotta make it to New York. By then Kirk will have plane fare, and then that fucker's outta here." 

| sighed. "I know." 

Later that night, Cliff got too sleepy to drive and, because I'd acted like an idiot, he was our only viable driver. 
We had no choice but to park at a rest stop. The night air wasn't too cold, so we all decided to sleep outside. 
There were two concrete tables, each with two concrete benches; so each of us had a place we could stretch 
out. | couldn't sleep so | drank a beer or two, my ass on one of the tables, looking out towards the moon as it 
crawled up the western side of the sky. The breeze was so mild that it only shifted a few hairs into my face 
every now and then. | slung my chin, clearing them from my view. Dave sat next to me, drinking his Jameson. | 
noticed his fifth was almost empty, but of course a bit of it spilled during our brawl. Among the sound of 
crickets, | heard him sniffle. 

"Getting sick?" | asked. 

| could only see him in profile, the moonlight tracing his features in a thin blue line. He shook his head. 


"| probably shouldn't have hit you, man. We good?" 


His voice came out meek, watery. "Yeah." 


My eyes widened. "Dave?" 

He drug the crook of his arm down, using his sleeve to wipe his face. 

"Holy shit, dude. Are you crying?" 

He shook his head. 

"Yeah, you are. What the hell are you crying for?" 

"You're right about me," he said, shivering. "I am piece of shit." 

‘No you're not, man. | just said that because | was mad." 

‘Lam. l'm trash." He huffed. "I know Shannie's gonna dump me eventually if | don't make something out of 
myself. This is gotta work for me. | mean, what else am | going to do? Flip burgers? Sell shoes? Her family 


goes to a fucking country club, man. What is she gonna want with me?" 


Dave turned and looked at me, and his face was all blackened in shadow except for a little spark of light in a 


tear as it drizzled down his cheek. 
| nudged him with my elbow. "Come on, man. You're just drunk" 


‘Lam drunk. But it doesn't change the fact that all | got is Shannie and you guys. And without Metallica, | won't 
have Shannie. So, we gotta make this shit happen. We gotta give it our all." 


Keeping emotionless, | replied, "I know. But don't you worry, Dave. | will do everything in my power to make 


Metallica a success... everything." 


(Betrayed by ) Lust 
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Dave. 


DJ and | stood outside the church, holding programs, shuffling our feet, me checking my watch, wondering just 
how late my wife was going to be, when | caught sight of her black BMW turning off the frontage road and 
into the parking lot. 


"Looks like Mom's going to make it," | said before my eyes shifted to my son 

His body waved back and forth, trying to see around the other parishioners who passed us to get into the 
church. When he could see her head, blonde, beaming as she walked in front of my black SUV, he turned to 
look at me, smiling. 

"| knew she'd come." 

"Yep, you were right, she did." 

| couldn't take my eyes off of her. It stung, knowing someone else had been inside her, but it didn't dampen my 
love for her; it didn't squelch any of my need. She was dressed up, in a white tailored blouse, a sharp black 
pencil skirt, pumps. She always made a special effort for church, even though this congregation was much 
more relaxed than the one she had in Texas. | wore jeans, new ones, dark, same as DJ, and our shirts were 
pressed. I'd even worn a noose, | mean a tie, because it felt like the occasion called for it. Having her here, us 
Together as a family, it was special. It was important. 


She smiled walking up to our son, and threw her arm around him. "See, | made it" 


She gave him a kiss on the cheek, ruffled her hand in his hair, and then her smile weakened as her eyes landed 


on me. 
"Hi, baby," | said quietly. 
"Hi." 


She leaned forward quickly and pecked my cheek with her lips. | grabbed her hand so she wouldn't pull too far 
back away from me. 


‘I'm glad you came." There was emotion in my voice, too much of it, and | cleared my throat, hoping it would 


be pushed down by the next time | spoke. 


She said louder than normal, like it was a demonstration that her words weren't meant for me. "Thank you for 


inviting me-" 
"No one has to invite you, Shan, its your church just as much as anyone's.” 


She nodded and looked to DJ. She smiled at him. "You look handsome." And he beamed right back at her. "The 


school hasn't made you cut your hair yet?" 
DJ shook his head. 
"We better go in," | said. "The service will be starting soon" 


Her eyes came to me and it was so obvious how the light would leave her face, how dully she looked at me. 
Whoever the new guy was, he'd worked some fucking voodoo on her. He was already erasing what little there 


was left of me from her heart. 


| stepped aside so my wife and son could go into the church ahead of me. As we walked down the aisle | 
thought about how only a month ago she was supposed to walk down this same aisle in her white gown, where 
at the end of it, we'd slip rings on each other's fingers and be officially pronounced man and wife. The thought 
of it still clenched at me. 


They stopped next to an empty row and Shannie turned to check for my approval. | nodded. The two of them 
went into the pew a couple of steps and sat. | could tell that she had DJ sit closer to the aisle so he would be 
between us. | took my seat and pretended that it didn't matter. | flipped through the church pamphlet. 

Beside me, | heard her whisper, "DJ, don't." 


He'd gotten up and moved to her other side. He leaned his head out in front of Shannie, his eyes, wide, looking 


from her to me. When she looked back at me | smiled. 

"You afraid I'm going to give you cooties?" 

Shannie chuckled and shook her head. It felt good to see her smile, even though it wasn't for long, but she did 

scoot over to break the space between us. She propped her bible open in her lap, and flipped through some of 
the pages, looking for the scripture the sermon would be about. Don't think | just decided to get her to church 
on coincidence. This sermon this week was centered around forgiveness. 


Do not repay evil for evil or reviling for reviling, but bless those who bruise you. 


Shannie kept her head down, looking over her bible. The pastor's words echoed over the PA, reverberating 


against the high, walls and stained glass windows, the arched ceilings. | watched her slender, perfect finger 
smooth over the words of the page before she lifted her face to watch him. | handed her the pamphlet that a 
congregation member was passing out at the door that | saved for her. She looked at it for a moment, and 


then slipped it in between some of the bible's pages. 


"Revenge is planted in the bottom of our hearts. It's not at the top. Retaliation is a basic, inborn response. We 
are all born knowing how to hit back. If we're to answer wrongdoing with any other response than wrongdoing, 


we need a change at the core of our being. The bible is specific about this in the book of Peter, verse one... 


| noticed in my peripheral vision DJ lean against Shannie's shoulder, his hand take hold of hers. There was some 
whispering between them that | couldn't make out. They were their own little family again, the family that 
they were before | ever walked back into their lives. It hurt that | wasn't a part of it. 


Shannie fiddled with her bible again, bringing the pamphlet | gave her to the top. She leaned down, making notes 
on it. | tried to see what she was writing, but then she suddenly handed it to me. 


Í forgive you. Im sorry that | hurt you 
| reached to her lap and took the pen from the fold of her bible. 
Whatever has happened, whatever youve done, | don't care. | just want us to be together again 


She read it and it was visible to me, the lifting and sinking of her chest, as she sighed. She wrote some more 


and handed it back. 
Forgiveness doesn’t mean we can go back to the way we were. Just know that I love you and wish you well 


| squeezed the pamphlet in my hand, crumpling it into a ball. | could tell my reaction disturbed her. She shifted 
in her seat and the leg that was crossed towards me set its foot on the ground and she crossed her other 


leq towards DJ. 


In some ways the sermon was tortuously long, and in some ways it ended way too quickly. | knew once all was 
done she'd climb back into her BMW and go back to whatever asshole was waiting for her. When the pastor 
finally started bringing the sermon to a close, he asked that we all stand and join hands in prayer. | took hold 
of her, entwined my fingers with hers. | watched Shannie, her head hanging low, bringing our son's hand 


towards her so she could wrap her arm around him. 


"Lord of Miracles, we come before you, and lay ourselves in Your hands. We ask that You provide strength to 
us, healing for our hearts, make them full and powerful in Your love so that we can forgive those who hurt 
us. These husbands and wives, these families, we ask that You cut through the layers of hurt and frustration, 
that You renew bonds, and draw them together. And most importantly that You make us pliable to Your will 
for we know that there is no forgiveness without the blood of Your son, Jesus Christ, and in His name, we 


pray. Amen" 


"Amen," | said, keeping hold of Shannie's hand, squeezing it. 
She looked over at me. When she tugged, | let her go. 
"Will you talk to Pastor Bobby with me?" | asked. 


She looked towards the door and | knew she was trying to tell me no. "C'mon, Shan. It will only be about ten or 


fifteen minutes. I've asked him to meet with us. It would be uncool to just duck out! 
"| didn't ask to speak to hinn~" 

"But lve asked for his help for both of us" 

"What do | need his help for?" 

| narrowed my eyes. "Oh yeah, you're a perfect Christian” 


| know I'm not but | told you | forgive you. Thats the whole point of this, right? I'm sorry | can't be what you 


want me to be to you but l'm here, I'm your friend. That's what we are now, parents and friends." 
"No, we're still a family." 


She turned to look at DJ who had wandered down the aisle to get away from our bickering. He was talking to a 


kid he knew from class, a girl. Shannie smiled, watching him. 

"He has a crush on her, doesn't he?" 

| sighed, studying her face. "If that's Jessica, yeah, he does." 

‘| remember that feeling,” she said, "being nervous, not knowing what to do.” 
"| don't need to remember. | feel that way right now." 

Shannie glanced at me, but quickly diverted her eyes. She shook her head. 


‘I've walked on stage in front of thousands of people.. billions over the course of my life, and I've never wanted 


to be liked so much as | do right now." 
"| like you. | never said | didn't" 
"You wrote on that paper that you love me." 


"Oh, the one that you tore up?" 


"| didn't tear it up. | only put it in a ball” 
"What difference does it make?" 


"It makes a difference because what you say | did is not what happened. Just like what you thought | did with 
that girl-" 


"lim not talking about that now." 

"| asked Pastor Bobby about it. | wasn't unfaithful to you." 

In my eyes you were-" 

"He also says we're married" 

She turned her face to glare at me, her brow lowered. "How can we be married?" 

"We entered into a covenant with one another, bound by vows we swore to God on Mount Corcovado. You are 


my wife just as much as Eve was to Adam. They never signed any legal documents or government papers, or 


had any officiants, but certainly you must know they were married, right?" 

"We don't live in Eden-" 

"That is a certainty, we definitely don't, but that doesn’t change the fact that we took each other as husband 
and wife on that day and entered into a religious marriage with one another. We are bound together as one 
flesh in the eyes of God." 


Shannie shook her head. "No." 


"We are. You swore it to me.. to God" | tilted my head to look into her face as her chin tilted down. "So, you 


being mad at me and wanting to be away from me doesn't change anything. You're still my wife." 
‘lm not going to let you guilt me into coming back to you-" 


‘lm not trying to guilt you. I'm trying to make you understand that this commitment is serious, and you can't 


just walk away from it because you're pissed off." 

She sighed loudly, her whole torso swelling and shrinking from the depth of it. | knew she was finally starting to 
understand. | looked around and noticed the church had mostly cleared out except for a few stragglers who 
were talking to the pastor. He looked over at us and held his finger up, an indication he'd be with us shortly. 


"Pastor Bobby will explain it to you. He'll make you understand-" 


"No," Shannie muttered. "I'm not talking to Pastor Bobby." 
"Come on, he made time for us." 

"| can't. | have plans. | need to go." 

"Will you do it for our son? He's going to be in there with us." 


"Why?" She lifted her head to meet eyes with me, her expression pleading. "So he can be told lim the reason 


his mom and dad aren't together-" 

"You are the reason his mom and dad aren't together-" 

"No, you are." 

‘Im trying to be the reason his mom and dad reunited." 

Shannie shook her head and lowered her eyes. 

‘lm trying to make you understand there is no one else for me but you, not just because l'm crazy, head 
over heels in love with you, not just because we made a son and another baby together, but because | 
promised with all my heart and soul on Mount Corcovado that | am your husband in this life and into the next. 


Those weren't just words | said, Shan, they were words | meant.. that | still mean" 


It was then that Pastor Bobby came, practically sneaking up behind Shan. She startled when he came around 
her and spoke. 


"David, Shannon. Thank you for coming to the service this evening. We can go to my office now, where we can 


talk privately” 
"Uh, Pastor Bobby-" 

"C'mon," | muttered, "Don't leave 
"Will this take long?" she asked. 


He leaned forward and placed his hand on her arm, gently, but you could tell there was some command in it. 
Pastor Bobby, for being a minister, he was kind of imposing at six foot four and wider shouldered than | was. 
He was maybe a few years past forty but not homey looking like you'd expect a pastor to be. | thought he 
was pretty kick ass for a stuffy religious dude. He smiled at her calmly, but you could feel the power coming 
off of him. 


"To discuss something as important as your marriage, we can take all the time you need" 

Shannie nodded, and | could tell she felt that little rock thrown at her and good for Pastor for doing that, | 
mean, come on, this really is our marriage we're talking about here. This should be the most important thing in 
the world next to our relationship with God. | don't know why she couldn't understand the gravity of it all. 
"Okay..." 

She looked at me, furrowing her brow as Pastor turned to lead us to his chambers. We ended up leaving DJ 
with one of the members of the congregation to help clean the church after services. Besides, who knew what 
kind of shit was going to come out of our mouths. | knew this was going to be like therapy, and if it was like 
any of the other counseling sessions I'd been to, some mud was going to be slung.. most likely at me. 

Moments later, | was sitting side by side with my wife in a pair of old leather chairs across from a desk that 
Pastor Bobby sat at. It wasn't the most comfortable of rooms. Everything was dark wood and smelled like dust 
and furniture polish, but then again the whole church smelled like that. It was just in this room it was 
particularly concentrated. That and the way my wife kept glaring at me made me want to peel right out of my 
skin 

"So, Shannon. David tells me the two of you were married a few months ago on a trip to Rio-" 

"Well, | don't know that | would say we got married-" 

"You took vows, isn't that so?" 


"Not legally binding ones-" 


"No, but a religious marriage is separate from a civil marriage. You are aware they are two entirely different 


things, yes?" 
"|. | guess so." 


"And if | remember correctly, there was going to be a legal ceremony here in the church in September, isn't 


that right?" 
"Yes, but-' 
"And | understand Du is the product of a relationship the two of you began some odd years ago~" 
"Yes, but-' 


"And there was another child conceived recently?" 


"l'm not pregnant." 


"No, and I'm sorry to hear about that unfortunate situation, but I've had a few discussions with David, and.. 


well, I'm concerned about how this is affecting your son" 

Shannie quickly turned her head to look at me and then back to Pastor. "I don't see that this is affecting DJ-" 
| sniffed. "You don't see it because you don't see him-" 

"I've been giving him his time with you, Dave. You've been gone off and on for the past ten months-" 


"Well, let me break it down for you, dear: he wants his mom and dad together. He talks about it nearly all the 


time-" 

"Dave. Instead of making me the bad guy in this-" 

‘I'm not making you the bad guy-" 

"You could tell him the reason why we aren't together. Why don't you do that?" 
"Fine." | crossed my arms over my chest, leaning back. "I will. Ill tell him-" 
"Uhhhh." Pastor shook his head. "I'm not sure that's a good idea-" 


"No." | held my hands up. "| won't go into gory detail.. pfff, of course. We'll have a discussion about lust and 
how it hurts people. I'll tell him that | was tempted and it hurt his mom and now she doesn't trust me 


anymore." 


Pastor nodded. "I suppose this might be a good moment to teach him about the dangers of sex outside of 


marriage-" 


"Ohhh." | half winced, half smiled. "l'm sure his mother can discuss that part with him." | turned to look at her, 
wrinkling my nose. "But that would make you a hypocrite, seeing as you're off doing that sort of thing right 
now, right, Shan?" 


| knew she was stunned I'd said that, fuck, | was stunned I'd said it, | mean, | hadn't really meant to, but you 


know me, l'm not actually known for my tact. 


Surprisingly, Shannie didn't say anything. I'd turned to look at her, just as her eyes moved off me and she 
leaned down to get her purse from beside her chair. Then she got to a stand, opened the door, and disappeared 
into the hall that lead out to the church. When Pastor was finally done telling me where | went wrong.. as if | 
didn't know where | went wrong.. | went out to see if she was waiting, and of course, she wasn't. My son was 
sitting in the first pew, the one closest to the door | came out of, leaned over his lap, his chin propped up in 
both his hands. Silently, we walked to the parking lot, each of us holding our bibles, my arm slung over his 


shoulder, and went home. 


Kamikaze 
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James. 


| could tell she'd been crying when Shannon came through the door. There weren't tears on her face but some 
of her paint was gone, and her eyes wouldn't find me. | watched her make a beeline for her bedroom, and | 
thought about following her. Instead, | moved from lying on the couch to putting my feet on the floor. | 
reached across the coffee table for my beer and took a long, bubbling swig. | decided that if she didn't come 
out before | got to the bottom of the bottle that | would go to her. | was on my last swallow when she 
returned. She'd changed out of her fancy clothes and came out in a pair of faded overalls. Immediately she 
went to the kitchen and reached up over the refrigerator to get a bottle of wine. | rose from the couch and 
crossed the living room. She was trying to open a bottle of red, but she was only pulling up shards of cork 
with the corkscrew. | took all the mess from her hands, re-threaded the screw, and popped open the bottle. | 
filled a glass she'd sat on the counter all the way to the rim. 


In a whisper, she said, "Thanks." 

She turned and | grabbed a fresh beer from the fridge and followed her to the balcony. Leaning against the 
railing, facing her, | put a cigarette in my mouth and lit it. She'd perched herself on the PVC lounger, her knees 
pulled up to her chest. 

| thought church was supposed to lift your spirits. Why do | get the feeling your spirit isn't lifted?" 

She took a sip of wine and chuckled sadly. Her eyes watched something behind me, avoiding me. 

"Mama... What's wrong?" 

She smiled then, her gaze meeting mine. She shook her head. "Nothing. Everything's just great." 

"C'mon, spill it. What shit did Dave do?" 

"| guess l'm an adulterer-" 


"Bullshit" 


"The pastor wants me to work on my marriage-" 


"Maybe he should start by telling Dave he should have kept his dick in his pants." 


She laughed again and then suddenly stopped. Her eyes diverted behind me again, through me, as a tear leaked 


out of one, hovering just in her lower lashes. "My son is unhappy." 

"He's twelve. All twelve year olds are unhappy. If it wasn't you and Dave, it would be something else-" 

"All his life, we've just been trying to survive. We were scraping by. You'd think that now that we don't have 
to worry about where our next meal was coming from, that we'd be happy." She shook her head. "Now we're 
more unhappy than ever." 

| sat down on the lounger, next to her legs. | curled my arm around them, clutching my hand on her thigh. | 
rubbed my palm up and down on the worn denim. "He's not unhappy, Mama. He's disappointed. Every kid wants 
their mom and dad together, no matter how shitty it makes it for everyone. That doesn't mean that you and 
Dave belong together. That doesn't mean it's a healthy environment for your son" 

"We were fine until we were apart too long-" 

"What are you saying? You still love him? You still want to be with Dave?" 

She shook her head and looked away. "I don't know-" 

"Oh. Okay." | leaned away from her. 

Shannon's eyes found me. "What?" 

"He throws a big enough fit and you're just going to fuck everything off?" 

"Who?" 

"Dave. DJ. Either one of them. You're going to use that as an excuse?" 

"Excuse for what?" 

"To avoid me." 

Her eyes lowered, focusing on my mouth. Her voice quieted. "| don't want to avoid you." 


"Don't give me some bullshit excuse, Mama. If you don't want me, just say it, and I'll leave now." 


| don't want you to leave." Her eyes lifted to mine. "But | have to think of what's best for my son-" 


"How is being with me bad for your son?" 
"| didn't say-" 


| scoffed and shook my head. "No, you don't want to say anything. You don't want to be the bad guy, right?" | 
huffed a breath. "We're barely starting this thing and you already want to fucking give up." 


"Are you drunk?" she asked, narrowing her eyes. "Because this feels all out of the blue-" 


"| might be. I've had more than a few shots of tequila since you were out with your ‘husband’, while | waited 


here. | only drove for eight hours to be with you-" 

"You said you were okay with it" 

"Yeah, well, | lied" 

"James" She sighed. "I'm always going to have to do what's best for my son 


Of course she would. He was the reason she left me behind in El Cerrito. He was always that distance between 
us, why, even after Dave was long gone, she kept me at arm's length. Even when she hated Dave, there was 
never a chance for me. Why did | think | could win her when he was always going to be lurking in the 
background, waving their kid at her? Maybe it was all just an excuse. Maybe everything Lars said about her 
was right. She would always be with someone else. She would always Lelong to someone else. She would never 


want me. | could see it as she stared at me with those glinting, green eyes. 

"Okay." | sighed. "| can see | don't have a chance; l'm outta here." 

| got up and went into the living room. | could feel the air charged from her nearness behind me, feel her hand 
clutching the back of my t-shirt before | pulled away. | sat on the couch and pushed my feet into my boots 
while she stood, watching, her hands poised on her hips like my mom used to do when I'd disappointed her. 
"James, you're being unreasonable. Let's talk about this-" 

"Nope." | got to a stand and slipped my jacket on. "I remember my mom, despite the shit my dad put her 
through, always hoping and praying he'd walk back in through the door. I'm not going to keep you company, 
while you're waiting for that to happen" 


"That's not-" 


"DJ wants you to be with Dave, and | think deep down, that's what you want too, so fucking have at it. I'm 
getting outta here before | lose the last part of myself that | haven't already given over to you." 


"James, please?" 


| passed by her and headed towards the door. 

There was that part of me that screamed ‘don't do this!'.. but the part of me that still felt like that ugly idiot 
kid from El Cerrito told me this was the best thing. Get out before she killed us. Do the pre-emptive strike. 
Take the kamikaze dive. Destroy it all before it destroyed us. 


"James." She still said my name as | approached the door. | hoisted the strap of my duffel bag onto my 
shoulder as | turned to look at her. Shannon held the bottom of my t-shirt in her fist, her mouth open and 
showing me her bottom teeth. "Why are you doing this? This is stupid-" 

"Why avoid the inevitable? We had a night together and I'll never forget it-" 

"James. Stop it. This isn't funny.” 

"No, it's not. Its not meant to be." 

"You're overreacting-" 

"No." | shook my head and clutched her wrist, pulling off the grasp she had of my shirt. "You've made it clear 
you don't know what you want, and | know exactly what | want. I've waited my whole fucking life for you and 
l'm just someone you can take or leave. Fuck that: 

"James?" 

"No, fuck you." 

Shannon's brow furrowed and her lips pursed, trembling. "Fine, fuck you too. You wanna go, then go." 

| nodded, tipping my hat at her and then | left. 

| knew | left a bunch of my shit behind, but fuck it, | wasn't going back there to grab it and have a chance of 
her getting near me again. | couldn't predict what I'd do if she got too close. | wouldn't hit her, no, that's not 
what | was afraid of, even though | was mad as fuck, it was more that pain would blossom up out of the heat 


and anger | felt, and l'd do something that would kill the pride | was desperately clutching on to. 


| was blazing down l-10, maybe fifteen minutes outside of Scottsdale, when the knot of realization clenched 


tight in my chest. 
"FUCK!" | punched the steering wheel. "FUCK FUCK FUCK!" 
I'd left Cliffs ring on her fucking nightstand. 


Briefly, | thought about turning around. | even checked my rearview mirror and changed lanes, thinking I'd take 


the exit ramp to make the next turnpike, but when | imagined myself on her doorstep, looking like a royal 


dumbass, ‘Can | pwease have my wings back, miss*', | decided my pride was even so all-encompassing that I'd 


give up my dead friend's most prized possession 
Well, | could think of a shit ton of people I'd hate to have it more than her. 


In fact, | choked up a bit, imagining him nodding and giving me that knowing wink. Cliff knew that if | were to 


give it to anyone, it would be her. 

"I figure you feel about Shannon the same way | feel about weed, am | right?" 

| chuckled and looked out the U-haul window. We'd gotten into Wyoming and it was non-stop rain. The sky, the 
road, the surroundings, everything was gray or shit colored, like god decided to just crap out his diarrhea on 
top of us and everywhere we went for those three hours. We'd slowed to a crawl because the windshield 
wipers were so worn down that they really only smeared the view instead of clearing it. 

"Yeah, man, | guess so. | know how you dig your weed." 


"Why don't you tell her?" he asked. "Why don't you just fucking go for it? All she can say is no, you know?" 


My expression dulled, keeping my eyes on the terrain. | didn't want Cliff to see it all over my face that | was a 
pussy. 


"She'd be stupid, man... if she knew she had a choice between you and dumbass and she chose him" 
| shook my head. "Why should she be different than any other girl?" 


"But she is different, right? That's why you hurt so bad is my guess. | don't know, you tell me. You're the one 


who's so hung up on her." 
"| don't know why," | said quietly. 


"You don't?" | turned to look at him and Cliff had one eyebrow lifted. Then he smiled. "She makes you feel, 
right? She makes you happy? She makes you scared?" 


| hated to admit it, but | knew | could tell him. A secret left with Cliff was as good as not telling anyone at all. | 
always loved that about him. You could trust him. He never used anything against you either. 


"She scares the fuck out of me, man. It's like | don't want to be near her. | don't want to look at her, but | 


can't fucking tear myself away. Just the way she talks, the way she laughs, | can't stand to not hear it" 
"She's sweet." 


| whispered, "Yeah. She's sweet." 


"I see how she talks to you, man. She likes you." 

"No, man, don't fucking lie-" 

"| don't mean she likes you, like, loves you. | mean she likes you, like, she likes puppies or something, you know?" 
| glared, narrowing one eye at him. 

"C'mon, man." He chuckled. "That's not a bad thing." 

"She barely knows | exist." 


"Nah. She's alright, man. Give her time to see through Mustaine's bullshit. She's blonde, so she might be so 
stupid that it takes her awhile, but she's made it this far in life, so she ain't totally dumb." 


| chuckled sifted through my nostrils. "Yeah. Hopefully she's only a little dumb" 
"Wanna know how to tell if you really love her, man?" 

| looked at him. "How?" 

"If we make it big and you still want her: 


Well, here | was, twelve-thirteen years later, millions of records sold, Grammy award on my fireplace mantel, 


and | still wanted her. 
"FUCKI! FUCK IT, FUCK, FUCK!" 


| smacked my forehead. What the hell was | thinking? What the fuck did | just do back there? | just walked 
away from her? Just like that? | just gave up and didn't fight? Why? | didn't even know why! But | did... | only 
did to her what she'd do to me eventually, right? I'd been stupid to think anything would be different this time. 
| was still me, right? She was still her. What difference did all these years make? In the end, we were all still 
the same people on the inside. Millions of dollars and millions of fans didn't somehow make me any different 
than the stupid kid who watched her from the other side of the room as she kissed someone else. It was 


always going to be this way, just like Lars said. 


Surprisingly, the next day, he didn't say ‘| told you so’. He just stared at me from the other side of his 
Carrera marble, kitchen counter, his jaws flapping a mile a minute on a sandwich he was eating. A piece of 
lettuce slipped out onto his plate next to the puddle of tomato yolk, or whatever the fuck you call that spooge 
and seed from the middle. He wiped his hand on his leg before he turned a page over on the spiral notebook I'd 
given him. His eyes scanned the page, came to me and hovered for a bit, cautiously, like | was a tiger thatd 


been put in a cage too close to him. Then he went back to eating and reading, eating and reading. 


‘| will say one thing for the bitch.. she fockin’ makes you write the best shit." 

| huffed a small chuckle and looked away. "I guess that means you approve." 

Jaws still working, his eyes came back to me. "So, I'm right, then, huh? This focking shit is about her?" 
"I think it's obvious the song is about my mother-" 

"Uh huh." His gaze locked on me, Lars put a chip in his mouth and set his jaw into motion again. 

| sighed and shook my head. 


"You know what would be focking impressive?" Lars asked. He licked some mayonnaise off his finger and then 


took another bite of sandwich. It seemed like this meal was taking fucking forever to disappear. 

| sighed, annoyed. "Hey, asshole, are you gonna fucking eat or are you gonna fucking tell me what you want?" 
Through a mouthful, he said, "This shit is good, but-" He stopped to swallow. " I'd rather hear you really write 
about her. You just focking dodge the issue, dude, all the mother focking time. | can find her in a sentence in a 
few of our songs, find her-" He stopped to sip on his iced tea that was poured in a fucking crystal goblet. "- 
find her in a melody, but what would impress the fock out of me is for you to have the balls to actually write 
about her and not focking hide it." 

"lm not hiding anything-" 

"This shit is about Shannie-" 

"I's about my mom-" 

"You focking have a mother fixation, dickhead." 

| narrowed my eyes. "What the fuck are you talking about?" 

"Focking, listen to this shit." He flipped a page up, the paper hovering straight up in the air for a second before 
it finally settled back down flat. Then he spouted off some of my lyrics before adding, "This is your focking 
indecision, man. This is your focking need to be with her and your simultaneous focking need to be rid of her. 
Her love is untouchable, man. The focking headstone is her cold, stone heart." 


"Okay, Dr. Ulrich, I'd like to know when you got your fucking PHD" 


He looked me dead straight, moving his collapsing sandwich from his right to his left hand then lowering to wipe 
something on his pant leg. "Are you focking telling me I'm wrong? Am | making this focking shit up?" 


"I will admit that an argument about DJ might have put a lot of this in my train of thought, but it's not about 
Shannon. The way she's handling her life.. it's just bringing up some fucked up shit in me." 


"Well, | guess she's focking good for something, then. Maybe this is her focking purpose in this focking world.. 
to fock you up enough to spit this cool ass shit out" 


| sat there, feeling annoyed. Why, | didn't know. Somehow, anytime he said her name, even eluded to her, it 


made me want to punch his face. 
Suddenly, his eyes popped up from the notebook. "So, does this shit have music yet or not?" 
"Oh, its got music," | said, nodding. "Yeah, Lars, you're going to fucking love the music | have for it." 


His brow furrowed. He studied me, warily. "Why the fock are you smiling at me like that?" 


Nemesis 
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Shannie. 


| was to the bottom of the bottle of wine | had, half way into another when | decided | would leave a message 
on James’ answering machine. His outgoing message, if | could just hit repeat and listen to it over and over 
again, his warm, flannel voice, | might be able to distract myself, but | would have to call over and over and 


over again, and | didn't want to look foolish with his caller ID showing my number listed a dozen time. 
~Hey. You got my machine. Leave a message.~ 


The first sound | made was a suck-in of breath. And with a sigh, | said, "Hi" | clenched my eyes shut. What to 
say? What to say? "I hate the way you left. | don't know what | did wrong. | do know that | hurt... and that | 
miss you.. that | wish you were still here with me." My nails clipped against the top of the side table. "I hope it 
was just the tequila talking.. and that you're not giving up on me." My eyes went to the ring | had on my 
thumb, a silver skull. | knew whose ring this was. | knew it was important. "You know, you left something behind, 
something | know you'll want back." My forefinger curled and pushed against it, twirling it around and around. 
"Call me." 


| hung up then | drank more, feeling hollow and dead inside. My phone never rang. Even as | slept, | woke 
periodically, twisting and turning in the sheets, smelling James on my extra pillow, a scent of cigarettes and 
wet cedar wood. | clutched it to my chest and did my best to get sleep. It was almost four in the afternoon 
the next day when there was a noise at my front door. | went to it and pulled it back. DJ had his key in the 
deadbolt. His father was behind him, standing at the landing's railing. 


‘Hey, mom’ 
"Hi, baby: 

"| decided to come back early.” 
| nodded. "Okay 


We'd previously agreed to pass DJ back between us at 6 PM on Sundays. | knew my son and his father were 
coming, just not yet. 


"Can | come in?" Dave asked. 

"Sure." 

"Are you alone or am | gonna meet the new boyfriend?" 

"l'm alone," | mumbled, and then | stepped back so Dave could carry the bags into the apartment. 

As | followed him into the foyer, | noticed his head turn each way, like he didn't truly believe what I'd told him. 
From behind him, in his jeans and black, polo shirt, | could see he'd lost some weight, gained some bulk in his 
shoulders and arms. | probably would've noticed it the night before at church but I'd been so nervous. 

"Have you been working out?" | asked, closing the door behind me. 

Dave set DJ's bags down on the other side of the kitchen counter and looked at me. "Yeah. Doctor said | could 
try exercise instead of going back on the Prozac. So far it doesn't seem to be working, but.." He lowered his 
eyes and shook his head. 


"Well, you look good.. you look healthy.” 


His dark eyes found me. | could see the uncertainty there, the embarrassment. "I'm sorry about what | said 


last night. | didn't mean to say those things in front of Pastor Bobby.” 

"Okay. Thanks: 

| walked past Dave into the living room and he followed me. | picked up a throw blanket before | sat down and 
then covered myself with it: From behind me, | could hear DJ knocking around, carrying each one of his bags 
from the kitchen to his bedroom 

"You okay?" Dave asked quietly. "You don't look like you feel good" 

"Ive got a headache-" 

"You hungover?" 

My eyes locked on his, | figured he could probably smell the alcohol on me, so | nodded. "A little." 

"How did your plans go last night?" 


"Not how | thought they would” 


"You need me to talk to him? Should | rearrange this guy's face?" 


| smiled. "No, Dave." | chuckled. "Face rearranging is not necessary." 


He nodded and took a chair on the other side of the coffee table from me. His eyes scanned around the room 


before they landed on me. "I wanted to tell you I'm going into the studio in a couple of weeks." 
"Yeah, | figured that would be happening soon" 


"We decided to record in Nashville." Dave picked at a loose thread on the seam of his jeans that ran down the 


side of his thigh. 
"Nashville?" My brow furrowed. "Why so far away?" 


His eyes, they seemed such a melty, glistening brown when they came to mine. His head tilted to the side. 
"New manager thinks there's too many distractions here-" 


Like your son?-" 

"No, like you." 

| scratched the back of my head and looked out the window. "lm trying to stay away-" 
"Yeah, | know. | think that's the problem." 

My gaze went back to Dave. "How long are you going to be gone?" 

"A couple of months. Are you going to miss me?" 

| know your son will" 

"Im talking about you." 

"Dave-" 


"| picked up the phone about half a dozen times last night, wanting to apologize for pissing you off, but | didn't 
want to disturb you and your new fella" 


"Okay." 
"Who is he? | mean, | need to know who this guy is if he's going to be around my son-" 
"Dave, there isn't anybody. It looks like it's not going to work out" 


His face seemed to relax a bit, especially around his eyes and brow. "The new guy is gone already?" 


"| think so." 

He nodded and then looked at the TV. | was watching X-files and Fox was talking to the smoking man. The 
screen was just a shot of the guy's hand and the smoldering cigarette between his fingers. Dave's gaze 
returned to me. 

"Wanna grab something to eat?" 

| shrugged. "I'm not really in any shape-" 

| could call Chang's and have them deliver some food. Fried rice would probably settle your stomach." 
"Yeah, that sounds like it would" 

Dave smiled while he sighed and it wrinkled his nose. He lifted from his chair to take a seat on the sofa 
perpendicular to the one | sat in. The side table where | kept the cordless phone cradled was between us. He 


lifted the phone directory from beneath the answering machine and that's when he saw Cliffs ring beside it. | 
turned my head to face the television, hoping he hadn't noticed it, hoping he'd just ignore it. 


"I'd like to place an order for delivery. Yes. Old Prospect Condominiums, number 493. Yeah..." 

Half an hour later the food arrived. DJ and | sat on the carpet, leaning over our plates on the coffee table 
while Dave used chopsticks and ate straight from one of the flapped cartons. We watched ‘Legends of the Fall 
on HBO, but Dave's gaze occasionally left the television. His eyes kept going to the side table where | kept the 
phone. Shit, shit, | knew this was not good. 

When the movie was over, Dave nudged DJ with his foot. 

"Hey, buddy, don't you think it's time you get a shower? You got school in the morning.” 

DJ craned his neck to meet eyes with him. "Okay, Dad." 


We both got to our feet. | gathered all our dishes and take-out containers so | could get them into the kitchen 
They talked behind me. 


"| probably won't be here when you get out, but I'll call you during the week, alright?" 
"Okay." 
"I love you, son" 


"Love you too." 


| was rinsing off a dish in the sink when Dave finally said, "So, you stopped seeing Ron because you ran into 
James in New York, didn't you?" 


| looked at him over my shoulder. He was leaning against the counter, his arms folded over his chest. 

"Why do you say that?" 

"Because you have Cliff Burton's ring on a table beside your couch. l'm surprised James left it here." 

| went back to cleaning dishes. | figured it was better than watching shit hit the fan 

"Nick heard some talk while he was in LA that the Metallica guys cut their hair and everyone made a big deal 
about it at the Unplugged taping. | knew you were there and you never said a word about it. So, | figured you 
didn't want me to know you saw him. Doesn't take a fucking idiot to put two and two together, Shan" 

| leaned over to put some silverware into the dishwasher caddy. 

"| don't need to guess that you two fucked. | can tell you did” 

"What James and | did is none of your business-" 

"Thanks for picking the last person in the world that | wanted you to fuck-" 

My voice rose. "Its not your business" 

"| guess | shouldn't be surprised, really. The two of you have so much in common 

"What are you talking about?" 

"Guns, hunting.. the two of you both like to kill stuff 

"Dave-" 

"Was it good?" 

My eyes narrowed. "What?" 

"Fucking. Him fucking you. Him putting his dick in you. You know... fornicating?" 

"Oh my god, would you stop?" 


"| know he has a big dick. | guess with all the groupies he's screwed over the past decade and a half, he might 


actually know how to use it by now." 


| huffed, wringing my hands in a dishtowel. | tossed it on the counter and tried to leave the kitchen, but Dave 
stood in the only open space between the cabinets and the counter. He braced his hands on each of them, 
making himself a wall. He lowered his face, bringing it level with mine. His dark eyes were black and emotionless 
like a shark's. 

"You know you've committed adultery against me. You're an adulteress." 


"That's ridiculous," | whispered. "I'm not married to you. It doesn't matter what Pastor Bobby says." 


His brow lifted "It doesn't? You don't value the opinion of the man who you've trusted as your spiritual 


adviser for the past two years? You think he's full of shit?" 

"Look, DJ will be out of the shower any minute now. He is not to hear any of this" 

"You don't want your son to know that the man his father hates most in the world is fucking his mother?" 
"Stop talking to me like that." 

Dave grabbed my arm and kept me from pulling away as he leaned close, almost whispering. "Does James fuck 
you as good as | do? Does his dick feel better than mine?" | closed my eyes and turned my head. Dave's mouth 
was right by my ear. "Did he make you cum?" 

To be ugly, | replied, "Yes. Multiple times." My eyes opened and locked on his. 

"How did he do it? Fingers? Tongue?-" 

"He sucked my clit until | came so hard it felt like my eyeballs would shoot out of my skull” 

Oh really?" 

"Yog" 

"Did you squirt?" 

"I don't know. Maybe | did. By the time the night was over the sheets were pretty wet." 

"But you're just a piece of ass to him, right? You said it was over or was that another lie?" 


| gulped a swallow. "We argued and he left. | don't know where we stand" 


Dave let go of me and gave me some space. He leaned his weight onto one foot and stared at me. "Do you 
want to be with him?" 


Quietly, | said, "Yes." 

"Do you love him?" 

"Maybe." 

"Do you love me?" 

"| did-" 

‘lm not asking if you did. | know you did. l'm asking now. Do you love me now?" 

"Sometimes." 

"That's not answering my question. Do you love me right now, this very moment?" 

| shook my head. "How can | love you if you're interrogating me and being disrespectful?" 

"| don't know. | don't know how it is that | still love you even though you've cheated on me with my best 
friend.. | mean, | guess he's my nemesis now, but I'd rather you be with someone I've always hated instead of 
being with someone | loved as much as a brother.. who ended up sticking a knife in my back..." His voice 
cracked when he said, "and more than one time | might ada." 

‘lm not doing this to hurt you-" 

"Are you sure? Because this is one of two sure-fire ways to kill me inside." He held up his pointer finger. "One 
is to keep me from my son" Dave 's eyebrow rose, as if to say, ‘yeah, you already did that’, and then he 
added a second finger. "Two is to give your heart to James." 


| looked down and shook my head. "I can't live my life, dodging my happiness just to spare you-" 


"No, | wouldn't want you to stop seeing him because it hurts me. No, he's only one person out of four or five 
billion men who live on this earth-" 


"There's no point in even talking about this, Dave. Like | said, we argued. He left. I've called him and he won't call 


me back. So, really, why are we discussing this? He doesn't want me-" 
"Oh, yeah, he does. Maybe he's trying to teach you a lesson or punish you like you're punishing me~" 
"I'm not punishing you. This has nothing to do with you-" 


"It has everything to do with me. The reason James loves you is because of me. He's always wanted you 


because you were mine." 
"That's ridiculous." 


"He kicked my ass over you." When my eyes widened, Dave added, "He sucker punched me, of course. That's 


the only way that could happen, but yeah, it was over you." 
"When?" 


"During the trip to New York.. you know, the one where they drug me clear across the United States just so 


once we got there they could steal my money and toss my ass onto a bus-" 
"Oh, that's right. | forgot about that." 


Dave's brow furrowed because | was being facetious, like anyone could forget that he was fired from the 


most famous band in the world. 


| nodded. "That was when James took money from you that you won over a bet you made, a very mean bet, 


Dave. In fact, if we want to draw a big ugly circle around the whole reason any of this matters anymore is 


because of that bet." 
"So, James told you about that, huh?" 


"Yes. You better be glad they dragged you across the country because if I'd found out about that bet while 


we were Together, you'd be a eunuch now." 
"Without that bet, we wouldn't have our son" 
"Really? So, the only reason you fucked me was for money? Someone had to pay you to do it?" 


"No. | always wanted to fuck you, but why would | jump through a bunch of fucking hoops to get your snatch 
when | had girls offering their snatch to me all the time?" 


| shook my head incredulously. "Whatever, Dave-" 


"| didn't want to fall in love with you. | wish someone would have told me that taking that bet was going to 


make me get to know you, make me put up with you long enough to see how wonderful you are-" 
"Shut up." 


"You are. | never lied to you, Shan. Sure, be mad at me about the bet, | get it, and sure, | deserve it, but all 
the words | said to you back then were true. I'd never loved anyone until | met you. | scarcely believe I've 


loved anyone since." 


"Yeah, that's why you never came back-" 

"/ dd come back! | told youl" Dave's voice croaked, "But | was a fucking loser, just like your boyfriend said. He 
told me without Metallica | wouldn't deserve you, I'd be worthless. | didn't want to be worthless, Shan. | wanted 
to be good for you. | want to be good for you now, but you're going to listen to James. He's going to tell you 
l'm wrong for you because he wants you, and you're going to listen to him-" 


"No, you make enough mistakes on your own for me to know you're wrong for me-" 


"Shan" He shook his head. "Why is it that every time you're in my life | go from having nothing to having 
everything to having nothing again?" 


"Because you always fuck everything up." 

The look in his eyes immediately made me regret my words. A few tears slipped down his cheeks as he turned 
away from me. As my gaze followed him, | noticed my son standing at the mouth of the hallway, his eyes 
large, his mouth agape. He went to his father and embraced him. The two of them stood for a moment, holding 
each other, and | could hear Dave's sniffled sighs. After some moments, he took hold of DJ by his shoulders 
and pushed him off. Both of us stood silent as Dave turned, walked to the foyer, and left. As soon as the door 
shut my son turned his narrowed eyes towards me. 

"Why do you always have to hurt him?" he asked. 

"Trust me; we hurt each other, DJ." 

"Why are you always such a bitch?" 

"David James! How dare you talk to me like that-" 


"Well, you arel Why can't you just do what you said you were going to do and stop fucking around-" 


"Do you want to eat soap? | swear to god, DJ, if you use that kind of language one more time, you'll be eating 
Irish Spring for dinner, do you understand me?" 


My son stared at me, his eyes narrowed, his lip curled, and | hated that it was the same expression his father 
had just given me. And for the second time that evening, | made one of the men in my life cry. | heard it when 
his voice broke. 


| hate you," he said quietly, "..sometimes...” 


And then he turned and moments later | heard his bedroom door slam. 


"Well, | always love you," | said, shedding my own tears now. 


| knew DJ couldn't hear me. And | knew with the way he felt about me now, it didn't matter. 


Going Home 
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Dave. 1983. 


The sound of laughter was the last sound | registered. Of course they mocked me. They'd probably been 


mocking me for a long time now only I'd been too fucking stupid to know. 
"Dude. Where in the fock do you think we'd get the money to put you on a focking plane?" 


Lars laughed the loudest. Cliff sort of snickered, a cigarette pinched between the lowest knuckles of two of his 
fingers. My gaze fixated on a light glinting off the silver of his skull ring before | looked away. James thumbed 
his nose and then crossed his arms over his chest. His eyes stayed locked on me. There was no amusement on 


his face. He only watched me expectantly.. cautiously. | looked back at Lars. 
"So, how the fuck am | getting home, then?" 
"Focking bus, man. Here's your ticket.” 


| went through the motions, gathering my shit, getting my jacket on, half believing they'd stop me at some 
point and say they were just fucking with me, but no one ever said anything. No, they were walking around the 
warehouse, looking for anything | might leave behind. They were that done with me. They were that sick of me. 


"Hey, don't forget this." 


James handed me my guitar case, the one that kept my BC Rich Bich, my favorite. | studied his face as the 
case handle changed from his grip to mine. | could see the finality in his eyes. All the times they'd kicked me 
out before, it'd never been there. No, this time there was definitely something different about the way James 
looked at me. There'd been something different about James ever since he was at the club with me and I'd 
gotten my pay off from Tim over that idiot bet I'd made with him. | wouldn't have collected it, you know... the 
whole principal of the thing.. my girl's honor, and all. | didn't want it, really, but | needed it. | think that's when 
James’ opinion of me truly changed. It always felt like he'd looked up to me, sort of wanted to be like me, until 
then. Ever since that moment it always felt like he and | were at odds. 


The sound of the truck's tires as they spun out was behind me as | carried my bag and guitar case into the 
Greyhound station It was as dirty and disgusting as you'd expect a New York bus station to be, maybe even 


more so. My shoe pulled up a pale green string of chewing gum as | went into the terminal. | pushed my 


sneaker into the floor, pivoting it, hoping to leave behind someone else's waste, but it clung to me and reminded 
me it was there with every pull and release of it as | crossed the building. | sat in a chair, watching the 
television that perched on a high stand in the corner of the room. Good Morning, America was on. Fucking good 
morning? Fuck off, America. Fuck off, New York. Fuck off every god damned living thing. 


When we were given the okay to board, | took the very last bench at the back of the bus, right by the 
bathroom. The stench of urine was pretty high and | narrowed my eyes, just trying to tolerate it, but | still 
took the seat because | wanted to be left alone. The rest of the bus never filled and most of the people sat 
from the middle towards the front except for one guy, a black dude with a short afro that had a pick stuck in 
the back of it. He looked over his shoulder at me as he sat close to the aisle. When our eyes met, he lifted his 


chin at me, so | did the same. 


"Hey, Red" he said, his voice straining on purpose at the end. | wasn't sure why but it felt sort of like he said 
it that way out of endearment. 


"Hey, what's up, my man?" 


He snickered and waved his pointer finger like a gun towards the ceiling. When he smiled, one of his front teeth 


was covered in gold. 


At least one person was going to be cool on this trip. | figured it was just going to be homeless people and 
senior citizens taking the bus across the country. Of course, those fucking assholes bought my ticket for the 
wrong destination. This bus was taking me to LA, not San Francisco, but | was in such a shocked haze that | 
didn't even catch it until | was already on the bus and handing the ticket over. After | thought about it for a 
while, | decided they'd done it on purpose. It'd probably been James’ idea... him knowing I'd have to hitch a six 
hour ride to get back to my girl. 


The bus lurched when it set into motion, a hiss of the hydraulic brakes releasing just before that. The whole 
time | kept thinking, no, no way. They did not just fire me. This can't be true. | pushed my legs out in front of 
me, taking up the whole bench and leaned my back against the window. | would've given my left nut for a Sony 
Walkman or some shit like that. Music would've been the only thing that wouldve helped me tolerate this panic 
| felt. | did have my guitar, though. | leaned to get my case that was on the floorboard in front of me. | flipped 
the latches and lifted the top. There was my woodgrain Bich. | picked it up and laid it in my lap. I'd strurmmed a 
few strings when | thought of something else in the case that would calm me. Before I'd left El Cerrito, 
Shannie'd given me one of her senior pictures. It was one of those you take in the summer before you start 
your senior year of high school where they toss you into the top half of a tux or if you're a chic they wrap 
your shoulders with fabric or feathers or something to make it look like you've got a fancy get-up on. She 
was so tan, her hair bright blonde, blue shadow sheening her eyelids. Yeah, staring at my girl's face would help, 
| knew it, but when | lifted the tab on the compartment where | kept her picture with my extra guitar picks, it 


was gone. 


"Mother fucker." 


| had no wallet, so | knew it wasn't in there. The only other thing | had was my backpack but | knew | wouldn't 
put it in there because it would've gotten crumpled. No, | knew | had it in my guitar case. It'd only been the 
night before that I'd looked at it, hiding in the bathroom, sipping my last bit of Jameson, not wanting anyone to 
see me pining like an idiot for her. | remembered putting it back.. right next to a wad of bills.. what | had left 
from the bet I'd made over Shannie's virginity. | then realized that was missing too. 

"FUCK!" 

A few people up front turned to look at me but | didn't give a shit. No, | was in serious fucking panic mode 
now. The anger | had over losing Shannie's picture was like a pinch compared to the razor slice | felt over all 
my fucking dough being gone. 


"Fucking assholes," | said, my voice cracking and bubbling with emotion. “Fucking assholes." 


| punched my fist into my thigh, finding some sort of comfort in the throbbing pain that hummed in me after 
the impact. | punched myself again and again 


"Red?" 


| looked up over the back of the seat in front of me. Black dude had slid into it without my knowing. | could 
smell him, different, like a mix of baby oil and pot. 


"What's wrong with you? You crazy?" 

‘Im crazy fucking mad," | replied. "My.. friends.. who dropped me off stole all my money out of my case." 
He nodded slowly, his ebony eyes lowering. "Wow, man, that is the shit 

"How long is this bus trip?" 

Looking towards the front and then back to me, black dude said, "Four days." 

"Fuck." 

"Redddd," he purred. "You got this, my man. You be aright" 

"Fucking assholes didn't even put me on the right fucking bus.” 

"Where you goin'?" 


| should be going to San Francisco. | got a girl there. This is going to be the longest four fucking days of my 
life." 


He nodded. "Just keep thinking of that sweet pussy you'll get back to~" 

"| dont know how the fuck I'll do that. | don't have any friends in LA, well, none that | actually fucking like” 
"Where's your family?" 

| shrugged. "You mean ones who aren't tired of me?" 

"Awwww, man, it ain't as bad as all that 

My lip curled, my eyes narrowed. My voice came out hoarse, "Yeah it is" 


Black dude rose up so he could look over the seat and into my lap. He had a toothpick clenched in the slot 
between two of his fingers that he brought to his mouth like a cigarette. "You play that thing?" 


"Yeah. It's a guitar, dude. You know that, right?" 

He srickered, "Yeah. Play me summn' 

"What do you want to hear?" 

"Whatever you know" 

"Wor't be anything you've heard of | play metal, dude" 


"You don't think | kin tell that by luckin' at ya? Go on, then" He took the toothpick from his mouth and rolled 
his wrist to point the part of it that had been on his lip at me. 


So, | did. | played and he hovered over the edge of the seat for a long while until he got sick of half standing 
and then he came and sat in the seat across the aisle from me. | played a long, long time, both of us straining 
to hear the thin tinkering of my picking over the hum of the bus. Black dude eventually stretched out on his 
bench and fell asleep, and then | did too. We woke when there was commotion amongst the rest of the 
passengers. We were in a parking lot and everyone was exiting to go into a McDonald's. | went out. | wouldn't be 
eating because | didn't have any money but | had cigarettes and that was just as good. Black dude followed me 
out. After | shook the pack to bring a cigarette butt up to pinch it between my lips, | shook another one out 


and offered it to him. Silently, we leaned against the bus’ aluminum side, slowly lifting and lowering our smokes. 


The second day was when the hunger really set in If | could've just smoked whenever | wanted, it would've 
been easier. Hell, if | could've done anything else besides just keep my ass in a seat, it would've been easier, but 
all | had was time. And that time was quiet and painfully empty, my thoughts erratic and racing. Shannie's face 
would have been a comfort.. maybe... Maybe it'd been a blessing that those punks took her picture. The idea of 
her was just a reminder of what a loser | was, that now | truly had nothing to give her. | decided she was 


better off without me. Giving her up was what a man who really loved her would do. Or.. maybe he'd work 


hard to be a man that could get close to deserving her. | let that roll around in my head. | spent a lot of time 
coming up with new chords and then doing my best to remember the good ones. | was able to beg a pen off an 
old lady that sat up close to the front, and | got left over napkins from a fat, bald dude that sat behind her. 


This is what | took notes on. 


The third day brought the shakes. Man, talk about being fucking pitiful. | was nauseous and sweating and my 
head ached. | barely pissed because | hadn't had anything to drink in a while. | just hunkered into my seat and 
tried to sleep. | woke and slept, woke and slept. One of the times | woke | found someone had put a paper sack 
next to me. A spot of grease seeping out of it told me there was food in it. Thats when the tears started. 
Someone pitied me enough to make sure | didn't starve. | ate the burger slowly, took each fry singularly, my 
hand shaking as | lifted it to my face. | felt a little better after that.. physically | felt better. Inside | still felt 


like shit. Inside | hated myself even more because now | was a fucking charity case. 
"Hey, man," | said, leaning towards the aisle, towards Black Dude, whose name turned out to be Henry. "Henry." 


He'd been stretched out on his bench, the flat, wide bill of a baseball cap shielding his eyes, when he flipped it 
up and looked at me. "Whatsss up, Red?" 


"You know where | can score some booze? Maybe you got somethin’? Cuz, dude, I'm hurtin." 


Black Dude sat up and got into a duffle bag he had under his seat and brought up a flask. He leaned and handed 
it towards me. | didn't ask what it was. | didn't care. | just drank it. Whatever it was it was hard and strong 
enough to burn my throat, burn my gut. I'd hoped it'd burn a hole clean through me. | handed it back to him 


and waited for the calm to come. 

"Thanks, man" 

"You keep it" Black Dude handed it back 
E 

"Yeah. You been sharing your smokes. You keep it" 
"Thanks. 


| leaned back into my seat and took another sip. | thought to just fucking down it all but | worried l'd regret it 
later.. just another thing on a long list of regrets | could tick off and call myself a dumb ass about. 


| eventually got to LA. Henry tried to get some of his buddies to get me a ride to San Francisco, but | turned 
it down. | wasn't ready to face Shannie. I'd decided I'd do whatever it took to be able to stand on the landing to 
her apartment and be proud of myself for being there. That moment never came. I'd gotten halfway to feeling 
proud of myself, about nine months later, when | decided it was good enough. I'd made friends with two dorky 


kids from Minnesota and one of them had a car, a real shitty car, a Pacer, but it ran good enough. | had a new 


band coming together, songs, a telemarketing job that | loathed but | was bringing money in. | wasn't just 
sucking blood off my friends anymore, and even though we were based out of LA, | knew | still wanted Shannie, 
still needed her. I'd had a few girls in that time a part, but there wasn't one of them that | hadn't wished was 
her. In fact, if they didn't resemble her in some way | didn't even think about it. Hair or eyes, hoping more for 
eyes than anything else, but it never happened. | usually settled for hair. There was never a shortage of 
bleach blonde bimbos running around, especially in LA. 


The youngest farm boy, David, became my closest buddy and my bassist. His friend let us take the Pacer to 
San Francisco without him. It was just me and David, and a little bit of me worried that Shannie would see him 
and not give me a second thought. He had no trouble attracting women. Now, knowing what to do with them 
was an entirely different story, but they all sort of flocked around him as he chuckled, oblivious, happy hazel 
eyes still wide with the wonder of it all. | envied him. He seemed like the kind of kid that could be happy with 
anything as long as it held adventure. It disgusted me so much that at times | wanted nothing more than to 
wipe that idiot smile off his face, show him something really fucked up that would soil him forever, but it 
seemed he would always sort of bounce back, wide eyed, like ‘Golly Gee, that's awful A turn of his head,and 
then, ‘Oh looky there! Bright shiny object! 


"Huck, huck, look at you, man. You're nervous." 

"The fuck | am. | don't get nervous about chicks." 

Of course | was lying. Only one chick made me nervous and Shannie was it. My leg bounced, my fingers taping 
on the Pacer's plastic door panel, my eyes looking towards the apartments at the end of the parking lot, where 
almost a year ago I'd sat on her couch and read the words: / love Dave Mustaine. It was the happiest moment 
of my life, only I'd been too stupid to know it at the time. Soon I'd see her face. The shittiness of my life made 
me doubt there was a God, but in my head, | talked to him anyway. ‘Please let her be happy to see me. Please 
let her still be mine. Please: 

David pushed the transmission into park and | leaned my head to try and see her door up at the top of the 
landing from the front dash window. Nothing seemed like it did, not the same bright colors, not the same clean 
feeling. Everything seemed dusty now, empty. Everything seemed void of life like a ghost town. 

"Welp. You going up there?" 


| glared at David. "I will when I'm fucking ready, asshole." 


He chuckled, "Huck huck huck. You're nervous. Look at you, man. Huck, huck, huck. Your cheeks are turning red- 


"Alright, shut the fuck up or I'll redden your cheeks with my fists. Do you want that, you dumb ass?" 


"Huck, huck, huck." 


"You can stop your fucking laughing anytime now." 

"Huck, huck, huck" 

Instead of pounding the kid like | wanted to, | decided now was as good a time as any to take another slug off 
the whiskey bottle | brought with me. It was a win/win for everyone involved; calm my nerves and David 
wouldn't get his face bashed in. 

He nudged me. "C'mon, Dave. No guts, no glory, dontcha know?" 

Oh, god, | needed a lot more liquor. 

He chuckled again, "Huck, huck, huck-" 

"You better can it with the huck, huck, huck, farm boy, unless you want a knuckle sandwich." 

"Huck, huck, huck" 

"Ugghhhh," | groaned. Then | took a long, drawn out, bubbling swig off the bottle. 

"Dude. Just go up there." 

| twisted the cap back on to the bottle and pushed it under the passenger seat. Then | opened the door and got 
to my feet. I'd been drinking for the past hour and I'd not felt a trace of it until | stood. The world shifted 
beneath me and | caught myself, slamming my hand on the Pacer's roof. After | steadied myself, | took a deep 
breath and started walking. When | got to the third floor landing | noticed the ‘Welcome’ doormat was gone. So 
was the little terra cotta pot where Shannie used to hide her key. Everything in me hollowed and grew cold. 


"This can't be it," | said to myself. "There's nothing happy here." 


| leaned against the railing, just staring.. trying to conjure the memory of Shannie as she came at me that day 


and hugged me, the day that from then on we'd become inseparable. Suddenly, the door opened. 
"What do you want?" 


It was an old lady, short, fat, round, glasses, a cat brushing up against her pudgy, sausage leg. She peered at 


me from a half open door. 
| snorted. "| don't suppose you know where the cockteaser is?" 
"Young man! What did you just say?" 


"I know she's not here anymore. Everything's shit” 


"Get out of here, foul mouth. I'll call the cops-" 
"What about the deep throater? Is that little shit in there?" 
"Excuse me?!" 


‘lm just looking for the cockteaser." | huffed and grabbed the railing, anger, and disappointment and whiskey 


making my brain twirl. "Just tell me where she is." 
"Get out of here, you druggie!" 


Because all pussy likes me.. well, almost all pussy likes me, the cat started towards me and | reached down to 


pet it. 

"Don't you touch my princess!" 

"Princess? | used to call her princess, not in a pretty way, but | used to call her that just the same-" 
"Get out of here!" 

"Did she leave a forwarding address?" 

"What?" 

"The cockteaser who used to live here-" 


"Oh my goodness, no!" The old bitch leaned quickly towards me and yanked the cat from my arms. "I'm calling 
the police!" 


Then the door slammed, and | stood there, staring, wishing, wondering what the hell was | gonna do now? | 
finally got my feet moving when | heard sirens. | didn't know if they were coming for me or not, but | had shit 
in the car that would get me put in jail and | sure as hell didn't want to get ‘Huck, huck, huck' into trouble. No, 
with my luck that would be the one thing to shatter his little innocent, farm boy heart, and get his ass on a 
bus back to Minnesota. | definitely didn't want to undo all the fucking work I'd put in over the past year. Like | 


really needed to start over from scratch a second time. 
"What happened?" he asked, all wide eyed. "Was she home?" 
| shut the passenger door and grabbed the bottle from under the seat. | downed the rest of it in seconds. 


"Uff-dah! Slow down." 


On my last swallow, | brought my mouth off the bottle's neck with an 'ahhhh'. 

"Being a total shit face isn't gonna help, dontcha know?" 

"Drive." 

"What did she say?" 

"Drive, asshole. Just fucking drive. Being here makes me wanna fucking take a razor to my wrist.” 

"Well, don't let a girl bring on all of that" 

"Will you fucking drive already?" 

"Huh. Okay." 

David grasped the steering wheel with one hand and used the other to crank over the motor, and like that we 
were gone. We got to a corner convenience store so | could go to a pay phone. This one had a phone book 
dangling off a cable. | rested it on my thigh and used the flat of my hand to push over the pages. The whiskey 
made it so | could barely see so | had to call dipshit over to read it for me. 

With his head down, hair dangling and obstructing his profile, he said, "What am | looking for?" 

"Wheeler. Shannie the cockteaser Wheeler-" 

"Huck, huck, huck, huck, huck-" 

"Quit your fucking laughing and look, will ya?" 

"| don't see any cockteasers in here, Dave-" 

"Well, fuck. Her name is Shannon. Look for Shannon Wheeler-" 

"Nope! 

"Goddammit. Maybe she moved back home with her dad. | can't remember that asshole's name." 

"What about her girlfriend? What's her girlfriend's name?" 


"Amanda the Deepthroater." 


"Oh yeah, we'll find a deepthroater in the yellow pages, you betcha-" 


"| don't remember her fucking name. | just remember she became the shallow throater when she started 
sucking Lars-" 


"Huck, huck, huck, huck" 

"Yeah, yeah, l'm a regular fucking comedian Ha. Ha’ 

That's when the world slanted and | had to grab onto the pay phone to keep myself upright. 
"Whoa, Dave, are you gonna be okay?" 

"Why, don't | look okay-" 


And that's when vomit projected out of my mouth and spewed onto the pay phone. David jumped out of the 
way, barely missing a sheet of liquid and chunk that flew out of my mouth. 


“UFF-DAI!" 


Then the convenience store clerk came running out, spouting off about drugs and hoodlums and the pigs while 
David drug me back to the Pacer, and once again we were off. 


"Welp, | guess we're on our way back to LA" 

| leaned my head against the window, trembling from heaves. 

"Don't puke in Barry's car. He'll never let us borrow it again if you do-" 

"Fuck him," | croaked. 

"Come on, it was nice of him to let us borrow it-" 

"Hffuck him." 

"We can always come back-" 

"Fuck it" 

"Welp... ohhhhkay. | just thought we could come back and try to find the ever-elusive Shannie-" 
"Don't say her name." 


Quietly, David replied, "Okay." 


“Turn the fucking radio up." 
"Okay." 


| was thankful he liked his music as loud as | did. Even with the alcohol making me dizzy and nauseous, the 


loudness felt like home, and | didn't have a home anymore.. Home was gone. My Shannie.. was gone. 


Warrant 
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James. 


It took me two days to call Shannon. The fuck if | know why. Fear? Maybe. | listened to the message at least a 


half dozen times. Her voice, thick and sleepy sounding, a litle slurred. 
Í wish you were stil here with me 


She'd obviously tied one on after | left. She was hoping it was the tequila prompting my leave, but | was hoping 
it wasn't the wine that made her want me to stay. 


"Hello?" 

"Hi." | waited for a moment, hoping she'd jump right into a conversation, hoping there would be a happy 
excitement in her voice, but there was silence. "| guess | probably shouldn't have bothered calling you after 
your wine buzz wore off, huh?" 

"Uh, no, I'm just shocked, | suppose." 

"Shocked | called?" 

"Yeah." 

‘| really wanted to call you as soon as | got back, but, | don't know, it didn't seem the right time." 

"Well, l'm glad you didn't make me wait a week" 


"Yeah, | couldn't do that even if | wanted to." | sighed. "| needed some time to cool off, though." 


"We're still in the same place as we were when you left. | can't change my circumstances or that | want to do 


what's best for my son, so I'm not really sure where or how we go from here." 


"Yeah, me neither." 


"Should | mail you Cliff's ring?" 

| was stunned by the finality in her voice. Instead of saying ‘no, lim coming to you or ‘no, put it in my hand on 
my doorstep’ or any other scenario | could come up with that would make it so | could look into her face, her 
eyes, | said what | didn’t want to say. "| guess you could mail it, yeah." 


She sucked in a deep breath and sighed. "Okay. | need your address." 


Here was my moment. | could take the last opportunity, or | could piss it away. "Maybe | should come get it. 
What do you think?" 


"Is that what you want to do?" 
"Yeah." | cleared my throat. "| wanna see you." 
"Are you sure?" 


"Do you want to see me?" 


She hesitated for a moment, like she had to think about it. Her voice was quiet. "Yes, | do" And then she added, 


“very much" 
"What about this weekend?" 

"| have DJ" 

"Is that a problem?" 

"It is if you want to stay overnight. Do you want to stay overnight?" 
"Id like that, yeah" 


"You'll have to sleep in the spare bedroom. | don't do things unbecoming of a single mother while he's here, you 


know what | mean?" 
"So, | guess that means no replay of naughty sex on the living room floor. Okay, | can live with that." 
"No, naughty sex in my bedroom either. It will be an innocent visit” 


“Alright. | get it" 


"I just want to make sure you understand." 


| do and l'm alright with it" 

"You're not lying this time, are you?" 

"Just a little bit, but | want to see you and it's not going to kill me to keep my pants on" 
"We might find a way for you to get your pants off, but | can't promise anything.’ 


"Look, Mama, this isn't about fuckin’. | really, honestly want to see you. So, don't worry about this. | will sleep in 


the spare, and | won't even complain about it.. at least not when you can hear me, anyway." 
She laughed then. And | smiled. 
"ll come up Friday. ls that alright?" 


Her voice was quiet and breathy.. made me wish | could be close enough to feel its heat, smell it. "Sure. | look 


forward to it." 

"Me too." 

It was dusk when | pulled into the condominium parking lot. There was a breeze in the air and | pulled my red 
and black flannel shirt closer around me, lifted the collar to shield my neck. Id been months since I'd had my 
hair cut off but somehow without it | felt vulnerable. | bound up the steps to Shannon's place, taking them two 
by two. | knocked on the door and waited. 


Again.. | knocked on the door and waited. 


The front door opened and there was Dave Jr., looking about as happy to see me as his six foot counterpart 


would. | jerked my chin at him. 

"Hey, DJ. How's it going?" 

"Okay." 

| nodded, grinning awkwardly. He'd grown about two feet since | last saw him. It was as if someone took Dave 
and threw his growth into reverse (physically... mentally would put him into infancy...). | could tell by the look in 
DJ's eyes that he was going to give me some trouble. His expression was blank 

"Is your mama home? Or is she still at the shop?" 


His head tilted to the side, dark eyes blinking slowly. "She's at the shop." 


"She knows I'm coming. Are you gonna let me in?" 


"| guess." 

He finally stepped back, bringing the door open with him as he turned towards the living room. | came through, 
closing the door behind me. When | got inside | could see he'd paused a video game on the television. He dropped 
onto the couch and began clicking around on the game controller, setting everything into motion. Without 
anything to do but wait, | sat on the couch opposite him and watched. It figured this was some sort of martial 
arts game. Boxers were kicking and punching each other. | set my gaze on DJ's face. My god he was his dad 
reincarnate. I'd always sort of thought so before, but now it wasn't just his body that looked like Dave; it was 
his mannerism, his same fucking attitude. He had that same square jaw that tilted and leaned towards you, 
same dark eyes that watched you from their corners. 

"How's school?" | asked. 

His eyes darted at me from the side and quickly went back to the TV. "School sucks." 

"You like living in Arizona?" 

"| like living with my dad." 

"Is cool you guys are hanging out together now." 

"Yeah, it probably would have happened a lot sooner if you'd been cool enough to tell him about me." 

"Oh, is that what your dad says?" 

DJ nodded. 

"Well, | know your dad a lot better than you do, son-" 

‘lm not your son" 


‘Its an expression-" 


"Are you fucking my mom?" He paused his game and brought his dark, beady, I2 year old Mustaine eyes to 


me, nearly void of expression The silence was cold enough to put a chill up my neck 
| cleared my throat. "| care for her.very much." 
"But are you fucking her? Is there gonna be little Hetfield's running around?" 


‘lm pretty sure your mama wouldn't want you talking like this.” 


"Yeah, well, these days | don't care what my mama likes." 


| narrowed my eyes and sucked in a deep breath, doing my best to remain calm. Apparently hanging around 


Dave had rubbed off on the little shit. 


"You know, | think you forget how much she's sacrificed for you. Her life would be totally different if you 
hadn't happened to her, if your dad hadn't happened to her." 


"They're married. You shouldn't be here." 
"They're not married." 

| was there. | heard them. They're married." 
"Marriage isn't just saying you're married-" 


"She promised her heart to my dad forever... she promised to God. If you don't keep your promises to God, 


who do you keep your promises to?" 


"Come on" | chuckled. "Everyone breaks their promises to God. People always make them and 999% are broken 


That doesn't make your mama a bad person. She's human. She deserves to be happy.’ 

"Oh, | suppose you're going to make her happy. 

‘lm gonna try, DJ. If she'll let me, | will” 

"My dad made her happy." 

"No, he didn't. He broke her heart.. many times." 

DJ turned his eyes and then his face back to the TV. "What do you know?" 

"More than you think.. and, unlike you, I'm old enough to understand it" 

A bright stream of orange porch light triangled across the floor when the front door opened. | heard her 
before | saw her, the clopping sound of her boots, the rustle of plastic bags. | got to my feet and met her in 
the kitchen She was wearing the same burgundy flowered dress that she wore in New York, same little denim 
jacket, and it made me smile. After Shannon put her bags down | pulled her into my arms. She was stiff, like 
she didn't want the contact with me. | grabbed her chin and lowered my face. 


She began to grin. "Hey-" 


| kissed her. Just a quick, chaste kiss. When | pulled back, her eyes were large and followed me. 


"Hi there," | said quietly. 


"Hi." She pursed her lips and looked away as she stepped back. "How long have you been here?" 


"Just a few minutes." 
"Has he been nice?" Her eyes found me from over her shoulder as she took things from her grocery sacks. 


| chuckled. "Nice enough. At least he let me in-" 
"Ohh." She winced. "He's been a shit, hasn't he?" 


"Is okay." 
"No, it's not. He's been ugly ever since | told him you were coming." 


| nodded slowly, my eyes blinking reassuringly. "Mama, it's okay. We're having a little power struggle but itll be 
fine. He's gonna test me, | get it. He probably does this with all your beaus-" 


"No." Shannon shook her head. "He doesn't. He's wanted to be friends with them all, but you're the first since 
he met his dad." 


| understand, and you quit your worrying because this is between me and him, and if you get in the way it 


undermines my authority with him, and | gotta earn his respect" 

"| know you're right. I've just never done this before." 

"Me neither." 

"You've never dated a single mother before?" 

"Not that | know of" 

Shannie laughed. "That doesn’t sound like dating.. sounds like something else." 


| grinned and nodded. "Yeah, for lack of better detail, it was something else." My expression softened. "Yeah, this 
is definitely not that." 


She put her hands on my hips and drew close enough to me to tilt her chin up to keep our met gaze. "I've 


missed you." 
"Same here, Mama" 


She looked to the living room, presumably to check to see if DJ was watching, and of course he wasn't. He was 


busy trying to pretend we weren't here. Shannon brought her eyes back to me. Her neck stretched, and we 


kissed again, soft, prolonged, our lips moving against each other's enough that | felt the plump of her lips, the 
silky glide of her wet, heat. | was aware of her breath quickening and then she pulled away. She went back to 
sorting her grocery sacks. 


| whispered, "Spare bedroom, huh?" 


In profile, | saw her lips pull back into a smile, showing her teeth for a moment and then softened. "I wish | 


could say he was a hard sleeper." 
"Eeh, all the waiting is good for us." 
"Yearning' she whispered, her eyes finding me from their corners. "Desiring..." 


| leaned closer to her, my hand finding the small of her back. "im beginning to think you might just be horny. 


You don't want me around just because you're horny, do you?" 
She turned to me, eyes wide. "No. Of course not. Besides, there are things that ease that kind of pain" 


| laughed and shook my head. The idea of Shannon masturbating was something I'd never thought of before, 


never even imagined. She'd always been such a picture of innocence to me, even long after Dave defiled her. 
"Do you create your own fireworks, Mama?" 

"If | have to-" 

"Oh, man, you are going to make my night in the spare bedroom pure torture, aren't you?" 

If | suffer, you suffer-" 


"Yeah, but you won't suffer. You've got whatever you got in there... Maybe one day you'll let me see it. Maybe 


| can watch." 
"We shouldn't be talking about this while DJ's here." 


| looked over my shoulder. The kid was still pecking away at his game controller. The sound of the TV was loud 
enough | knew he couldn't hear us. As Shannon turned towards the sink, | grabbed her hand. | placed it over my 


cock, which was growing hard and lengthening down my leg. 
"James," she whispered. | don't know that I'd ever heard such desire in the syllables of my name before but it 
was enough to make me shudder. Her hand formed against the swell in my pants, squeezed it. "You and your 


beautiful cock-" 


| snorted a laugh. "Beautiful? Nothing about me is beautiful, Mama." 


"Oh yes." Her eyes widened as she nodded. Her free hand came up in front of her face.. she bit at her 
forefinger before she put it in her mouth, those lips, so pouty as they formed around it. | could see her 
tongue working in the flexing of her cheek muscles. 

"Let's go get some chicken" 

Abruptly, her eyes widened, and then she frowned. "Chicken?" 

"| want fried chicken" 

"Well, give me a few minutes and | can fry some up-" 

"No." | shook my head. "It's dark outside. We should get in my truck.. and go get dinner." 

"What about DJ?" 

"We'll bring it back.. after we've had a little time together. You know what | mean?" 

"Oh. Okay." She nodded. "I get it" 

"Yeah, you're gonna get it" 

Shannie chuckled. 

A few minutes later we were in my truck. I'd barely backed out of the parking spot before her hand was on 
my thigh, easing up toward my hip. | grabbed it and placed it on my crotch. | didn't want her to forget what 
she had coming to her. It surprised the fuck out of me when she unzipped my fly, scooted her ass far enough 
away so that when she bent over, she could get her mouth on me. My hands clenched the steering wheel over 
her head, trying like hell to keep my eyes on the road. She really only just kissed on it for a while, little dainty 
kisses up and down my shaft, her hand holding me tight at the base of my dick. 

"Jesus," | hissed. 

Then | was in her mouth. | could hear her swallowing, readying her throat to try to take the length of me, but 
she couldn't swallow all of it. It still felt fucking amazing. Hot, wet, slippery friction first bringing up tension 
through my thighs and up into my belly, all my muscles tightening. Amazing. It all felt so good, | had to do 
something to distract myself, though, so | smoothed my hand from her shoulder down her back. 


"Get your ass on the seat." 


She got on her knees, her hips tilted up high, and | was able to crawl the fabric of her dress up so | could 


reach over the round of her ass. She was wearing cotton panties and | could feel how wet she was through 


the fabric. | ran my fingers over her swollen lips, pushed aside the fabric so | could shove my finger inside 
her. She gasped and | felt it in her breath on my cock, felt her muscles clench on my finger. | had to force my 
eyes open wide so they didn't squeeze shut and cause us to crash. There was no way | could drive. We were 
still on the frontage road and it was dark and absent of street lights, so | pulled over into the ditch. She was 
already laughing and moving away from me because the terrain was rough and throwing her around a bit. 
"That didn't last long." 

| huffed. "None of this is going to last long." 

When we came to a stop, she was already trying to work her panties off around her boots. | yanked on my 
jeans, trying to wedge them down enough so | could drown myself in her. She got her legs on either side of 
me, one thigh pressed tight against the back of the bench seat and the other falling against the dashboard. 
There was just enough light from the radio that | could make out her face, the delighted expectancy in her 
eyes. Her hand ran along her leg, hoisting her dress up to her hip. 

"Hurry," she breathed "Hurry, James." 

| leaned over her. Fucking in a truck wasn't easy, but this was just how it was going to go with Shannon; 
everything about being with her was difficult. | slid my hand up the inside of her thigh, used the tip of my 
finger to play with her labia, wet, slick, satiny. 

"Come on," she hissed. "What are you waiting for? We don't have all night” 

"I know. | just want to look at you... experience you." 

Her eyes glowed as she bit into her bottom lip. "You better do more than just look at me." 

"| don't think there's enough room in here to do exactly what | want to do properly.” 

"Hey. This was your idea" 

"Well, it sounded good in theory." 

| looked down, where my hand was at her pussy, my finger slowly working its way in. She gasped when | pulled 
back and quickly put in two fingers. My thumb nudged against her clitoris. Shannie sighed and her hips pitched 
against me. The back of her head smacked the window. 


| want to straddle you." She groaned. 


Ill have to get on your side for you do to it. Doing anything around this steering wheel is going to be a pain in 
the ass." 


We wrestled around for a while, chuckling and laughing, but finally we got all our puzzle pieces together. My 
cock was inside her and Shannie had her chest snug against me, her thighs on either side of my hips. Her 
arms were wrapped around my neck and her breath was hot in my ear, moaning and gasping with each thrust 
of her pelvis against me. | couldn't move like | wanted to, couldn't ram into her like everything in my being 
wanted to, but it was good. All | could do was let her gyrate on me and use me as she wanted. The good side 
was that she did exactly what pleased her, rubbed herself against me in the way that would stimulate her the 
best. She'd tilted her head back, gasping for air, it building higher and higher. | felt the pulsing of her muscles 
and she'd just started moaning, when all of a sudden, a bright white light beamed inside the truck. Both of us 
screamed and jolted from the shock. The light shifted and it illuminated the face of the cop holding it. 


"Fuck," | whispered. 

His voice, muffled by the glass, said, "Lower your window, sir." 
| nodded and brought the window down. 

"Good evening, officer-" 

"What's going on here?" 

"Uhhhhh, | think it's obvious." 

"You two know this is against the law, right?" 


| sighed and tried to get my junk back into my pants as Shannon slipped off of me. | slid over to get into the 


driver's seat. 


"This is very dangerous. All it takes is for a vehicle to lose control and you two are thrown through the 
windshield. I've seen it happen" 


"Yes, sir," | said quietly. | was pretty fucking annoyed. Not just because | didn't get to come but because this 
idiot kept his bright ass flashlight pointed in the vehicle and killing my eyes. 


‘I'm surprised. It's usually kids we find doing this. Let me guess, you two are married but not to each other, 


am | right?" 
"No, we have a grumpy teenager at home." Shannon said. 
"Interesting. | need to see your license, both of you." 


| leaned forward to reach my wallet in my back pocket. Shannon bent to get her purse from between her legs, 


the cop shining his flashlight on us alternately. Then it went to the dashboard. 


"Looks like your panties are up there, miss." 

Sure enough, a pair of pink cotton panties were rolled in such a way that the crotch was stretched out 
between two twisted leg loops. | sighed and shook my head. | handed him my license and hoped he'd recognize 
me because he was a fan My ID picture was taken when | still had long hair. He didn’t look at it right away 
though. He had to flash his light at Shannon and to her panties, then back to her face again just so she could 
be completely mortified. She sucked her lip under her teeth, her eyes pleading. Then she snatched them and 
tossed them in her purse. 

"Just wanted to make sure you didn’t lose them." 

"Thank you, officer." 

Finally, he looked at my ID. "James Hetfield from Los Angeles." 


"Yep." 


Then he looked at Shannon's and said, "Ok, | need to run a check. This should only take a minute and then you 


two can get on your way to a hotel or something.” 


Well, it didn't take a minute. It took more like ten and before that, and before it was done another patrol car 
pulled up behind the first. | watched it all in the rear view. 


"What the fuck is going on?" 


Shannon shook her head, her eyes never leaving her view from the side mirror. "I don't know. Why did this guy 
call for back up?" 


"You in any kind of trouble?" 

"No. Are you?" 

"Don't think so." 

"Did we actually break the law?" Shannon asked. "I mean, are they actually going to book us or something?" 
"| don't know. | guess this could be indecent exposure, | guess." 

She gasped. "Oh god, | hope they don't think I'm a prostitute!" 

| chuckled a bit. "No, l'm sure he doesn't think that." 


When the cop returned, he had another one standing behind him and two more went to the passenger side. 


"Miss Wheeler, I'm afraid we need you to step out-" 

"WHAT?" she squealed. "Why?" 

"We'll discuss this in a minute, but first, you need to step out of the vehicle.” 

"| don't understand, officer. Am | going to jail?.. for having sex with my boyfriend in a truck?" 

"We have a warrant that was issued for you out of the state of Texas-" 

"WHAT? | don't have any warrants." 

"According to the license check you do." 

"Officer, please, there has to be a mistake-" 

"Ma'am. Step out of the vehicle now or you will be resisting arrest" 

"You should go ahead and do what they say," | murmured. "It's going to get ugly if you don't" 

She huffed, choking back emotion and then she asked, "Can | put my panties on first?" 

The officer shook his head and made a waving motion. As soon as Shannon got her boots in the dirt, they had 
her turn and put her hands behind her back. | wanted to get out, do something, but the officer at my door 
had his hand on it, holding my ID. He handed it back. 

"You're free to go, Mr. Metallica” 


"What can | do to help her?" | asked. "Can | post bond, or something?" 


"You'll have to wait a while so she can be processed. It might be more beneficial to get her a lawyer if she 


doesn't have one." 


| watched as Shannon leaned her butt against the patrol car, her head tilted, her brow furrowed. The tail lights 
of my truck lit her up red and the police lights made an alternating halo behind her of blue. The wind kept 
pushing some of her hair in her face and she kept shrugging, trying to use her shoulder to push it away. 


From my seat in the truck, her voice sounded far off. "How could | get a driver's license in Arizona if | had a 


warrant in Texas?" 


“Sometimes it takes a while for these things to link up in the system, but now it's showing and we have to 


take you in" 


"| dated a County police officer for three years. | hardly think he let me run around all that time with an 


active arrest warrant. | promise you, this is a mistake." 


"Tell it to the judge, ma'am." 


